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Everyone has the right to education. Education shall be free, at least in 
the elementary and fundamental stages. Elementary education shall be 
compulsory.  
 
-- United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 1948, 
 Article 26 
 
 
The global number of out-of-school children has declined by almost half 
in the past decade, from 102 million in 2000 to 57 million in 2011 (UNICEF, 
2013). However, this advancement in achieving the Millennium Development 
Goal (MDG) of Universal Primary Education (UPE) by 2015 – which has now 
carried into the Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) to be achieved by 2030 – 
has seen a setback in recent years as primary school enrollment has plateaued. 
The situation is worst in Sub-Saharan Africa, which not only accounts for half the 
primary-school aged children who are out of school worldwide, but is also where 
the number of children who do not attend primary school actually increased by 2 
million between 2008 and 2010 (RESULTS Educational Fund, 2013). Moreover, 
out of those who have been to school, 25% are estimated to leave school early – a 
number that has not changed since the year 2000 (UNICEF, 2013). The goal of 
achieving universal education thus remains stubbornly elusive for many countries. 
 	 2 
Notwithstanding the even larger challenges of school completion, this remaining 
gap in school enrollment is perhaps the most entrenched and difficult to close.  
At the same time, universal education – and the problem of not being able 
to universalize education – has become a phenomenon and concern that has come 
to dominate education discourse around the world. Whereas many recent 
education development reports, such as the World Bank’s 2007 report on 
Education in Sierra Leone: Present Challenges, Future Opportunities, attribute 
the push towards “education for all” (EFA) to the Jomtien World Conference in 
1990, it should be recalled that the notion of universal primary education took 
root as early as 1948 in the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights. In fact, beginning in the 1940s, usage of the terms “education for all” and 
“universal primary education” skyrocketed, before experiencing a decline around 
1970 (see Figure 1). However, since the establishment of the Millennium  
 
 
Figure 1. Frequency of the terms “Education for all” and 
 “Universal primary education” between 1800 to 2012 
Source: Google Ngram Viewer 
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Development Goals and the convening of the World Education Forum in Dakar, 
Senegal in the year 2000, there has been a renewed employment of both terms. If 
we then take the 1948 United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights as 
the departing point of when the global push for establishing free compulsory 
education was first established, the international community has been attempting 
to achieve universal education for over 60 years. The most recent iteration of this 
objective, in the form of the Millennial Development Goal to achieve Universal 
Primary Education, expired at the end of 2015 – yet again unmet. This stands in 
contrast to the targets of other MDGs, such as extreme poverty reduction and 
access to safe drinking water, which were either reached or even surpassed (see 
Figure 2).  
Against this backdrop and using Sierra Leone as a case study, this study 
first takes the conventional view that UPE is a desired outcome to pose the 
following research question: What barriers remain in the progress towards 
achieving universal primary education in the developing context of Sierra Leone? 
I then couple this practical analysis by adopting a more critical lens that UPE is 
also an antecedent to other potential consequences. In other words, the UPE 
agenda has its own effects, which may be positive or negative, particularly on the 
diminishing group of children who still remain out of school. I thus ask: What is 
the effect of the universal primary education agenda on out-of-school children in 
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Sierra Leone? The focus on out-of-school children, which encompasses both 





Figure 2. Global progress towards achieving the MDGs 
Source: World Bank (2015a) 
 
out, is a means of analyzing the UPE issue through the perspective of the often-
overlooked subgroup of persistent non-attenders, a term I have created to refer to 
 	 5 
the minority of children who continue to not participate in school despite overall 
increasing enrollment rates.  
 These two overarching questions together allow for a deeper and more 
comprehensive analysis of the universal education agenda as both an end goal, as 
well as a means towards other possible outcomes.1 
Sierra Leone serves as a pertinent case study on universal schooling for 
several reasons. First, it is located in West Africa where lagging enrollment rates 
are among the most acute (UNICEF, 2015a). In 2012, 27.1% of primary school 
aged children in West and Central Africa were estimated to be out-of-school, as 
compared with 15.1% in Eastern and Southern Africa and 9.3% in the Middle 
East and North Africa (ibid). Second, 20% of children aged 7 to 14 are still 
estimated to be out of school (EPDC, 2013), even though the country has one of 
the highest current gross enrollment rates and fastest growing primary entry rates 
among comparable countries – in part due to the post-war reconstruction of 
schools and the abolishment of school fees in accordance with the Education Act 
of 2004. And rather than serving as a drawback, the civil war in Sierra Leone, 
which ran from 1991 until 2002, in some ways simplifies this analysis, as many 
outcomes can distinctly be attributed to post-war reforms within the last decade of 
																																																								
1 It is important to note that this drive for universal education refers also to a universal Western 
education. This must be distinguished from other forms of education, such as “traditional” forms 
of socialization, which date back to pre-colonial times. That said, “Western schools” is not a 
phrase that is colloquially used throughout Sierra Leone. Instead, most people use the term 
“English schools,” or simply “school.” Accordingly, the terms “education” and “school,” will be 
used interchangeably throughout the dissertation to refer to the formal, public primary schooling 
provided by the government. Interestingly, Qur’anic or private schools are not considered a form 
of schooling when people colloquially use the term “school” in Sierra Leone. 
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rebuilding. For these reasons, Sierra Leone is a perfect case to study and learn 
from. 
This introductory chapter will proceed as follows: I will first review the 
broader literature on school enrollment and universal education, using the 
dominant economic supply and demand framework. Based on this review, I make 
the following observations: 1) Rather than seeking to better understand the 
barriers of a localized subpopulation and then designing an intervention to address 
those barriers, much of the literature on universal education is dominated by 
conducting a randomized controlled trial (RCT) to measure the impact of an 
intervention on reducing an externally identified or generalized barrier; 2) There 
is little understanding of the individual attitudes and perceptions that influence 
school participation; 3) Many studies and interventions implicitly seek to change 
human behavior and values through sensitization or informational campaigns; and 
4) All of these studies presume mass education is a unqualified good, and thereby 
the inability of a national or international community to achieve universal 
education deems it a problem in need of a solution. These observations together 
provide the rationale that motivated the objective and methodological design of 
this project to gain knowledge on both the barriers to, and consequences of, 
universalizing education. I then provide a brief description of the current 
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education system in Sierra Leone and attitudes towards education, before 
concluding with the organization and significance of this study.2  
 
 
Review of Literature on School Participation and Universal Education 
In response to the first research question of barriers to universalizing 
education, one way to explain low school participation is through a supply and 
demand framework. On the supply side, factors related to the public and private 
provision of schooling, such as lack of access and low education quality, can 
contribute to why many students have either never attended or dropped out of 
school. In recent years, the field of international development and education has 
been dominated by the plethora of experimental studies and RCTs that have been 
conducted to estimate the causal effects of supply-side interventions designed to 
raise school enrollment and student achievement. For instance, numerous studies 
have shown that increased access to schools – be it through establishing more 
schools (Duflo, 2001; Burde & Linden, 2013) or through subsidized programs 
such as school feeding or school-based health programs (Vermeersch & Kremer, 
2005; Miguel & Kremer, 2004) – leads to positive impacts on school 
participation. As access continues to increase, the attention of practitioners, 
researchers and policymakers has also shifted to school quality as a means of 
raising overall student enrollment and performance. Studies have accordingly 																																																								
2 Instead of providing a theoretical framework in this introductory chapter, the introduction and 
discussion of theories will be interspersed throughout the dissertation when relevant. 
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examined increasing teacher supply, teacher attendance and teacher compensation 
(Duflo, Dupas & Kremer, 2011; Chaudhury, Hammer, Kremer, Muralidharan & 
Rogers, 2006; Muralidharan & Sundararaman, 2009), as well as changes in 
educational resources like providing textbooks and flipcharts to students 
(Glewwe, Kremer & Moulin, 2009; Glewwe, Kremer, Moulin & Zitzewitz, 2004).  
Demand-side interventions, in contrast, focus on removing household 
barriers to school attendance. Unlike the supply side that consists primarily of 
structural factors, the demand side includes both structural and cultural 
constraints. Structural barriers entail the direct and opportunity costs of schooling 
borne by households who are considered to be the “consumers” of education, 
while cultural barriers include factors like valuing child labor and marriage over 
attending school. Since prohibitive school fees are one of the main obstacles 
hindering children from attending school, many demand-side interventions have 
focused on decreasing the structural costs of schooling through programs like 
distributing conditional cash transfers, scholarships and uniforms (Barrera-Osorio, 
Bertrand, Linden & Perez-Calle, 2008; Skoufias, Parker, Behrman & Pessino, 
2001; Evans, Kremer & Ngatia, 2008). A growing number of studies have also 
focused on the cultural barriers that undermine school participation. For instance, 
Beegle, Dehejia and Gatti’s (2006) quasi-experimental study on child labor found 
that the negative effect of child labor on schooling is more than fully offset by the 
increased earnings from wage and farm work. Even though these results challenge 
the popular belief that child labor is an obstruction to school attendance and one’s 
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ultimate livelihood, the authors conclude by calling for parents to “recognize the 
future returns to schooling” as a means of reducing child labor (p. 32). This has in 
part spurred some to argue, “The poor often lack critical pieces of information and 
believe things that are not true” (Banerjee & Duflo, 2011, p. 268). To address this 
information asymmetry, there has also been increased interest in using 
informational campaigns to motivate certain behavior (Kremer & Holla, 2009). 
One such example is Jensen’s (2010) study, which found that providing eighth 
grade male students in the Dominican Republic with information on mean 
earnings by education levels led to a 4 percentage point increase in the probability 
of returning to school the following year. A similar information campaign 
(Nguyen, 2008) found that informing fourth grade students and their parents in 
Madagascar about earnings differences by education levels increased average 
attendance by 3.5 percentage points.  
While the large body of RCT studies that has come to dominate 
contemporary research on UPE has added a general understanding of what 
interventions and investments might be the most efficacious and cost-effective, 
they are problematic for several reasons. First of all, these studies measure the 
impact of an intervention after it has already taken place and large amounts of 
money have been invested. Although some programs are based on pilot studies, a 
large number of them are designed based on a literature review of the general 
field. These studies are therefore often based on perceived needs that are largely 
drawn from either the Western world or from one developing context carried over 
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to another, as if developing countries face universal problems. Although there is 
often a high degree of similarity across contexts, critiques still abound about the 
external validity of RCTs (Deaton, 2010; Duflo, Glennerster & Kremer, 2007). A 
similar skepticism should also thereby hold in generalizing educational needs and 
constraints from one setting to another. Ideally, such interventions would be based 
on other studies from that particular country context instead of, for instance, 
basing the programming of Sierra Leone on evidence from Uganda, even though 
both may fall into the category of “sub-Saharan Africa.” However, in this current 
era where practice and research have merged through the proliferation of RCTs 
that are believed to be the “gold standard” in research, many projects begin 
without a preliminary understanding of the perceptions and expressed needs of 
those who are to be the recipients of such interventions. Instead, participants’ 
opinions are sought, if at all, after already having sunk large amounts of funding 
into expensive RCTs. Worse yet is when an RCT is found to have negative 
effects, such as when primary school children who were rewarded for achieving 
an 85% attendance rate were found to be less likely to attend school after the 
month-long experimental period, than they had been before the introduction of the 
reward scheme (Chao, Dehejia, Mukhopadhyay & Visaria, 2015). In contrast, this 
dissertation avoids leapfrogging to such trials to instead add a qualitative 
understanding of how schooling is viewed by children and parents at the micro 
level in the developing context of Sierra Leone – one that can hopefully inform 
the design of future programs, projects and policies. 
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Secondly, although these studies show the potential positive (or negative) 
impact of certain interventions, they do little to describe the mechanisms 
underlying an average treatment effect. As they have crowded out qualitative 
methods, RCTs have also been inadequate in answering questions regarding the 
“why’s” and “how’s” of social processes (Burde, 2012). For example, how does 
the formation of and change in decisions regarding school attendance take place 
when families participate in an informational campaign? Just as economist Angus 
Deaton (2010) called for randomized controlled trials to move towards 
investigating mechanisms rather than program effect, the second research gap I 
aim to address in this study is the relative lack of knowledge on individual 
attitudes and perceptions that ultimately determine school participation. 
Thirdly, demand-side studies that broach the relationship between 
attitudes and school enrollment must be approached with caution because of their 
implicit aim to alter human behavior through “advocacy” and “information” 
(Banerjee & Duflo, 2011; Kremer & Holla, 2009; Jensen, 2010; Nguyen, 2008). 
Rather than changing the supply of education to meet the needs of people, these 
studies aim to change human demands to meet the existing education system. Nor 
is such thinking exclusively constrained to randomized experiments; it can also be 
found in governmental policy documents. For example, the first strategic action 
listed in the Sierra Leone Education Sector Plan (2007-2015) is to “sensitise 
paramount chiefs, parents and the rest of the community on the legal 
implications” of not adhering to the 2004 Education Act that mandates all 
 	12 
children enter primary school at age 6 (Sierra Leone MOEST, 2007, p. 27). 
Organizations like the International Rescue Committee have also formed 
programs in Sierra Leone to “mobilize and sensitize communities to child labor 
and the importance of education for children and the community” (IRC, 2013).  
However, history tells us that earlier efforts by academics, bureaucrats and 
development workers to exogenously change the values of people in developing 
societies have by and large failed (So, 1990; Ferguson, 1994). For example, 
despite the evangelistic efforts of missionaries, Christianity did not reach the 
tipping point of mass expansion in what is now Nigeria until Yorubas themselves 
organically realized that adopting Christian beliefs served the pragmatic 
advantage of helping to secure personal well-being (Peel, 2003). Conklin (1997) 
detailed how Africans in Francophone West Africa could not be swayed towards 
manual arts during the colonial era, preferring instead to work for the French 
administration or in commerce. Attempts to vocationalize curricula in Ghana in 
the 1960s similarly faced fierce resistance from newly independent citizens who 
preferred the academic education that catapulted their predecessors towards 
higher social statuses (Foster, 1965; Zimmerman, 2008). Past accounts have been 
instructive in showing how projects that draw from a teleological, “singular 
notion of change” and progress (Cooper, 2005, p. 111) – as classical 
modernization theory did in the 1960s – have been found to be ineffective at their 
best, and socially disruptive at their worst. 
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In addition to assuming that the decision not to enroll in schools is a 
function of information asymmetry rather than differential attitudes, these studies 
and programs are also based on the ahistoric and uncritical assumption that the 
Western notion of schools is a universal good. Yet rather than being a social 
benefit, expansion of Western education has at times spurred social conflict. 
Besides the intergenerational tension Western schools have engendered across 
Africa through estranging newly-educated youth from their kin and community 
(Peterson, 2004; Leach, 1994; McKittrick, 2002), the spread of missionary 
schooling has also historically inducted people “unwittingly and often 
unwillingly” into Western discourse (Comaroff & Comaroff, 1991, p. 213). 
Western schooling further had the effect of creating social classes that had 
previously not existed; in Francophone Africa, a distinction emerged between the 
évolués who had been educated and assimilated into French institutions and the 
majority paysans (Cooper, 1997). Although the spread of Western education has 
arguably led to increased diversity and pluralism in beliefs, lifestyles and identity, 
these changes may result in as many negative effects as positive ones. For 
instance, across Africa from Nigeria to Southern Sudan, it has been argued that 
efforts at modernization generated ethnic rather than national consciousness, and 
that this in turn led to the formation of not just ethnic associations but also ethnic 
conflict (Bates & Yackovlev, 2002). Ironically, the heterogeneity of cultural 
changes that education engenders could just as easily lead to the formation of 
“fragile states” (Fuller, 1991) as it does to modernized and developed states.  
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Hence, an unconditional subscription to the “overblown” faith that 
education is a uniform good (Grubb & Lazerson, 2004) overlooks that education 
has first of all been occurring in other forms, such as through initiation into the 
Poro and Sande “secret societies.” An undiscerning mass prescription of 
education also ignores the possibility that schools may, at times, inadvertently 
perpetuate social reproduction and class imposition, rather than social mobility 
and class ascension (Bowles & Gintis, 1976; Apple, 1978), a point that I will 
return to in Chapter 7.  
In sum, contemporary researchers and practitioners in the international 
development and education sector alike increasingly view universal primary 
education as a problem of an unattained objective that needs to be solved. 
Accordingly, much of the academic and policy discourse focuses on examining 
ways to reduce the barriers to universality, often through using RCTs to 
experiment with addressing a perceived barrier that is sometimes generalized 
from a different context. Rather than jumping to such an experiment, this study 
aims to identify the barriers to schooling through qualitatively understanding the 
perceptions and processes that drive children to participate, or not participate, in 
primary school. Furthermore, I seek to do so without making the common 
assumptions that: 1) not achieving universal education is a “problem” that needs 
to be overcome, and 2) primary education is an unalloyed good that should be 
universally valued. I therefore aim to approach this study with a more neutral 
stance by opening myself up to the possibility that, in addition to the positive 
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effects of mass schooling, the UPE movement can also act as a “problem” in and 
of itself that could, in turn, generate its own adverse consequences.  
 However, it is important to point out that although this study will at times 
be critical of UPE, I am also not endorsing the perspective that UPE is necessarily 
harmful. In fact, I should clarify that I, like much of the international community, 
view primary education and literacy as a basic human right that should indeed be 
universal. Rather, the critical nature of my analysis stems from the fact that while 
the objective of UPE is both admirable and desirable, the agenda may still be 
flawed, particularly in its execution. This study should therefore be read as a 
critical examination of the implementation of UPE and not the goal itself. 
Moreover, a critical perspective allows me to conduct a holistic analysis of UPE – 
one that assesses it from all angles, positive and negative. Only by reexamining 
UPE, and particularly its potentially negative effects, can the goal of education for 
all be realized by the next target date of 2030 when the new Sustainable 
Development Goals expire.  
 
 
Education in Sierra Leone 
 This section provides background on the education system in post-




Overview of Education in Post-Independence Sierra Leone 
Across newly independent African nations in the 1960s, mass education – 
besides being a tool that propelled the new elite to political power – came to the 
forefront as a symbol of national progress, and as a core component in the idea of 
manpower planning for the growth of national economies (Psacharopoulos, 1991). 
Within international development discourse, the rise of human capital theory and 
education as a universal human right also influenced nation-states to support 
education expansion, independent of whether it was actually appropriate for local 
conditions (Chabbott & Ramirez, 2000). This began the almost sevenfold increase 
in primary school enrollment across Africa from 1960 to 1997 (Samoff & Carrol 
in Arnove & Torres, 2003).  
 The overall upward trajectory, though, did not come without uneven 
setbacks. The oil crisis and global recession of the 1970s, coupled with the 
misgoverning of many new nation-states, supplanted the positive momentum and 
early optimism with a prolonged export and debt crisis (Moss, 2007). This set the 
stage in the 1980s for structural adjustment policies that focused on fiscal 
austerity, trade liberalization and conditional loans (Stiglitz, 2003). All across the 
continent, the ensuing contraction of both international aid and domestic 
economies crippled young nation-states. Thus, whereas primary net enrollment in 
sub-Saharan Africa3 (SSA) had increased from 39% in 1972 to peak at 57% in 
1983, this rate dropped to 52% in 1988 – a figure that was not fully recovered 
																																																								
3 This figure only accounts for developing countries in sub-Saharan Africa. 
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until 1999 when net primary enrollment rates returned again to 57% (World Bank, 
2013; see Figure 3). Since then, net primary enrollment rates in SSA have 
continued to rise to 76% as of 2011. While this progress has been commendable, 
the fact remains that as of 2013, about one out of every four children in SSA are 
still not enrolled in school, and that in Sierra Leone, there are still an estimated  
 
 
Figure 3. Primary school enrollment in developing Sub-Saharan Africa (% net) 
Source: Author’s calculations from World Bank Microdata, 2013 
 
236,000 children aged 7-14 (or 20%) out of school (EPDC, 2013). Moreover, this 
plateau around about a 80% primary enrollment rate for Sierra Leone is not 























Note: Gaps indicate missing data. Gross enrollment was used instead of net enrollment 
because Sierra Leone only had one year’s worth of net enrollment data (49.65% in 1983) for 
the time period of 1960 to 2012. 
 
Figure 4. Primary school enrollment in Sierra Leone (% gross) 
Source: author’s calculations from World Bank Microdata, 2013 
 
 
implying that much of the gains in education expansion have been about 
rebuilding and recovering the preexisting infrastructure and system. 
 To summarize, the past few decades of bringing about Westernized 
concepts of education and “development” to Sierra Leoneans – who may still in 
part see modernization and globalization as a “predatory” and “witch-like” 
process stemming back to the commoditization of humans during the Atlantic 
slave trade (Shaw, 2002) and its further perpetuation through domestic slavery in 
the Protectorate prior to its ban in the 1920s (Ferme, 2001)4 – has been anything 
but predictable and reliable. For the individual, what once seemed like a causal 
connection between education and material security has been complicated, 
especially in the aftermath of the civil war.  For the state and international 
development community, the indomitable link between education and economic 
																																																								
4 Herbst also talks of the slave trade in Africa and its connection to the scarcity of people and labor 


















growth has also been challenged. Peel (2003) suggests that the course of 
“conversion” to Western values of Christianity and education took approximately 
three generations (or 60 to 70 years) to reach mass expansion. However, the 
seesawing provision of education in Sierra Leone, particularly in the past two 
decades since the civil war, has erased the long process of building trust and faith 
in the schooling system. Rather than assuming the desire for education is 
universal, I approach this study open to the possibility that there may just as likely 
be individuals who subscribe to the view that the effects of education are illusory, 
as there are those who believe that attending school will lead to socioeconomic 
ascension. Although I take this possibility up as a question in Chapter 6, this 
uncertainty nevertheless serves as a reminder that the path towards universalizing 
education is one that is, and will be, uneven in its course. 
 
Current Education System in Sierra Leone 
The current education system in Sierra Leone is composed of six years of 
formal primary education, followed by three years of junior secondary school 
(JSS), four years of senior secondary school (SSS), and four years of tertiary 
education (Government of Sierra Leone, 2010). The Education Act of 2004 
mandates all children to complete nine years of basic education, constituted as six 
years of primary and three years of JSS schooling. Officially, the entry age for 
primary school is six years old, and all students are required to pass the National 
Primary School Examination to advance to JSS. The Basic Education Certificate 
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Examination (BECE) and West Africa Senior School Certificate Examination 
(WASSCE) serve as similar gatekeepers at the JSS and SSS level. The Education 
Act of 2004 also abolished school fees for all children in primary schools, as well 
as for girls attending JSS in the Northern and Eastern regions who had been found 
to be lagging in school enrollment.  
At the time of independence in 1961, fewer than 15% of all children in 
Sierra Leone aged 5–11 years attended school (Government of Sierra Leone, 
2010), but by 1990 at the dawn of the civil war, net primary enrollment had 
increased to 42% (Nishimuko, 2007). During the war, primary school enrollment 
declined from 400,000 in the late 1980s to 315,000 in 1991-1992, before 
recovering to 370,000 in 1996-1997 and 660,000 by the end of the war in 2001-
2002 (World Bank, 2007). The end of the war, coupled with the government’s 
decision to offer free primary education in 2001 (although this was not enshrined 
into law until the Education Act of 2004), led to a dramatic increase in enrollment 
to 1.3 million in 2004-05, or an estimated gross enrollment rate of 162% (ibid). 
This figure exceeds 100% because of the occurrence of grade repeaters and older 
children returning back to school after the war. 
 
Contemporary Attitudes Towards Education 
As for why children currently do not enroll in school in Sierra Leone, 
although a loss of faith in education is one potential reason, there are myriad other 
reasons as well.  According to the 2003-4 Sierra Leone Integrated Household 
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Survey, the most widely held response is the high costs of school fees. Thirty-four 
percent of participants cited economic difficulties as the main reason for children 
not attending primary school, prompting the government to abolish primary 
school fees through the Education Act of 2004. Behind that, the second most 
given response (at 31%) is that “parents do not care about their children’s 
education” (World Bank, 2007).5 The third reason is that schools are located too 
far from many households; this is particularly the case in rural areas and at the 
JSS level. Although some have criticized the accuracy of data from developing 
countries (Jerven, 2013; Moss, 2007), these responses nevertheless confirm that 
any analysis of universal schooling policies must take into account the plethora of 
obstacles that deter individual school attendance.  
However, delving deeper into why parents might not “care” about their 
child’s education shows just how complex attitude formation is. Since the 
introduction of Western schools through missionaries in colonial Sierra Leone, 
education has, for some, been associated with a means for lazy children who 
despise laborious work to “accomplish much with a minimum amount of effort” 
(Shaw, 2002, p. 143). This “pass” to an easy life is viewed as morally problematic 
to those who value the fruits of hard work. In more recent times, some parents 
have also been found to fear the negative influences of Western culture – namely 
new forms of dress, music and entertainment – that are received through media 																																																								
5 Contrary to widely held conceptions of rural families preferring the retention of "traditional" 
values over modern ideals like Western education, it was surprisingly in urban areas that 40% of 
parents are reported not to care about children's education, as opposed to 27% in rural areas 
(World Bank, 2007).  
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and then spread through the institution of school (Abdullah, 2000; Richards, 
1996). For instance, anthropologist Rosalind Shaw details how a female Sierra 
Leonean diviner she interviewed viewed Western education as not only failing to 
instill proper literacy but also failing to instill proper morals (2002, p. 143): 
Children of nowadays, they don’t learn. They only say, “Go to 
school.” And when they send them to school, they don’t learn the 
English book or the Arabic book but they learn prostitution. And 
they wear those ‘Lady Diana’ shoes!’ 
 
In the eyes of this diviner, school has become a place where children absorb 
immorality rather than knowledge and skills. Thus, it is not simply that this 
diviner does not “care” about school; rather, it is precisely because she cares even 
more than the average person about the quality of education children nowadays 
receive that she ends up not supporting schools in their present form. 
Understanding why certain children attend school may also help in 
understanding why other children do not attend school. In this regard, lessons on 
the adoption of Western schooling can be learned from the history of religious 
conversion in Africa, from which two primary reasons have been found as to why 
mass conversion occurred – security and pragmatism. McKittrick’s (2002) 
historical study of why the Ovambo embraced Christianity with such enthusiasm 
in colonial Namibia revealed that conversion was largely driven by the desire for 
security and protection against a tide of changing threats and adversities. Those 
born at the end of the 19th century saw the forms of security practiced by their 
parents – rainmakers, sanctuaries created through magic, ties to powerful people – 
becoming poor forms of insurance to new types of disasters and changes that had 
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arisen by the 1900s. Similarly, Peel (2003) argued that Yorubas overwhelmingly 
abandoned their religion for Christianity or Islam in the 20th century as part of a 
pragmatic search for personal alafia or well-being. Such a result, however, did not 
happen all at once. Despite the intrinsic “magic” of literacy and the written word, 
which some Yorubas saw as allowing “a stable content to be transmitted across 
space and time” (p. 223), nearly half a century’s worth of missionary effort only 
succeeded in converting 1% of the Yoruba population by 1890. It was not until 
the rise of British colonialism at the turn of the century, when Yorubas realized 
that the “good things of life depended so much on the mastery of European 
knowledge” (p. 243) that a mass movement toward Christianity occurred. Not 
surprisingly, it was therefore the practical need to obtain personal security amidst 
fast-changing times that led larger numbers of Yorubas and many Africans to 
value education over time. Though seemingly obvious, simplifying one’s desire 
for education as one of fulfilling the basic need for security is powerful in its 
universality across cultures and time. It is possible that even now, and even in 
Sierra Leone, one underlying reason for why some children do not currently 
attend school could be that school may not be the best means of meeting their 
basic need for security as compared to other social or institutional arrangements. 
These are questions I aim to probe and will return to, particularly in Chapter 6, 
which analyzes contemporary views of the purpose of education in Sierra Leone.  
Finally, it is also likely that some families may not value school because 
of their negative perceptions of the quality of school, as was the case when 
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instituting Free Primary Education in Kenya was ineffective in increasing school 
participation because of the public perception that the quality of public schools 
had declined (Bold, Kimenyi, Mwabu & Sandefur, 2013). A 2008 UNICEF study 
on out of school children corroborates this finding in Sierra Leone: “Adult 
community members lamented during informal conversations that, ‘some children 
in school don’t even know how to write their names’” (p. 40). Under these 
circumstances, it is understandable that parents might see no worth in paying the 
direct and indirect school costs for their child to receive a primary education. 
In brief, there are a plethora of factors that determine a seemingly simple 
act like attending or not attending school. This is best summarized by Krech and 
Maclure as they discuss general attitudes towards education in Sierra Leone prior 
to the civil war (2003): “for some children, education was irrelevant, for others it 
did not live up to what they had assumed was the promise of what it could deliver, 
and still for others it represented a service that was denied to them” (p. 154). This 
study seeks to disentangle some of these factors, while also extending the study to 
include an analysis of the potential consequences of the UPE movement.  
 
 
Organization of the Study 
This study is organized as follows. To better contextualize what current 
barriers to universal primary education remain, it is necessary to first revisit past 
attempts to universalize education. Accordingly, the first part of this study 
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consists of a historical analysis of universal education in post-independence Sierra 
Leone before the start of the civil war in 1991. It seeks to answer the following 
questions: How was the concept of universal primary education conceived in the 
wake of independence in Sierra Leone, by whom and for what purposes? How did 
the state attempt to achieve universal education, and how did Sierra Leoneans 
respond to these efforts?  
Chapter 2 highlights the multiplicity of actors – from the international to 
the national to the local – along with the multiplicity of intentions in 
universalizing education. As post-independence universal education policies 
increasingly shifted their focus from national development to rural development, 
the purported intent of equalizing education access between the Colony and 
Protectorate was also underscored by a fear of over-urbanization on the part of 
international development workers and urban bureaucrats. Furthermore, a concept 
of mass schooling founded on equality increasingly entailed a discriminatory 
method of “local” adaptation to reach universality, and in the case of post-
independence Sierra Leone, it was rural communities to which education policies 
had to adapt. The “local” Bunumbu Project that dominated education 
programming in the 1970 to 1980s best exemplifies this. While the Bunumbu 
Project was a step forward in changing education to make schools more 
physically and mentally accessible, there is not one singular answer as to how 
“Sierra Leoneans” responded to this effort. Instead, the indiscriminate aggregation 
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of a diverse population as one homogeneous group served as a setback to the 
quest of providing “education for all” in post-independence Sierra Leone. 
Chapter 3 continues on to further probe the question of how "Sierra 
Leoneans" responded to the state's educational programs in the 1970-80s. While 
numerous qualitative reports exist assessing the outcomes of the Bunumbu 
Project, there has to date been no rigorous quantitative evaluation of the program 
effects on life outcomes such as primary school completion, literacy rates and 
occupational pursuits. This chapter does so through a quasi-experimental 
difference-in-difference analysis using publicly available data from the 2004 
Sierra Leone Census. Results show a statistically significant, positive impact of 
the Bunumbu project on primary school completion rates, suggesting that perhaps 
a large number of "Sierra Leoneans" did support at least that particular state 
educational project. In contrast to current reforms that stress legal mandates and 
sensitization campaigns, this analysis suggests that an alternative approach of 
community involvement and adapting education to the lives of out-of-school 
children might be worth reconsidering today. 
The second part of this study uses mixed methods to assess what barriers 
to universality remain. This part is designed to be of interest primarily to policy 
makers, international education workers and practitioners in identifying current 
obstacles to enrollment and attendance. Chapter 4 analyzes primary school 
participation from a contemporary perspective by examining which risk factors 
most predict how many children a family does not send to school. While it is 
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known that a mix of individual and school characteristics influence attendance, it 
is not clear which factors matter most. This chapter attempts to shed light on this 
issue, with results from a multilevel model and data from the IRCBP 2007 
National Public Services survey showing distance to school and school cost being 
statistically significant, salient predictors of non-participation in school in Sierra 
Leone.   
Chapter 5 then builds on the previous quantitative one by using qualitative 
data from 101 interviews conducted in 2014 with out-of-school children, their 
parents and local leaders to identify what barriers to school participation remain 
across three rural chiefdoms in Sierra Leone. While the previous chapter singles 
out distance as one of the most salient predictors of school enrollment, qualitative 
interviews reveal this to no longer be true. Instead, this chapter finds that school 
fees and community teacher stipends are now the main constraint hindering 
children from attending primary school. Behind a national policy touting an 
ostensibly free primary education, parents are in particular unable to pay the 
hidden cost of community teacher stipends that are mandated for student 
enrollment. And since school participation does carry financial costs, the primary 
barrier to schooling has therefore changed in nature from one that was marked by 
overall geography – wherein children living in more remote towns and villages 
uniformly did not have access – to one of wealth. These results suggest that in 
designing policy and program interventions, structural considerations regarding 
school expenses may outweigh household ones like culture and values. 
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As schooling becomes a sociocultural norm, how do out-of-school 
children and their parents perceive the universal primary education agenda? This 
study ends by reexamining UPE through analyzing current perceptions of UPE, 
along with the consequences that have resulted from the quest to achieve UPE. 
While a wealth of literature argues that a lack of value for education is a major 
barrier to school participation, Chapter 6 first shows how parents and children 
consensually value education for different reasons, and scorn those who do not 
get educated. With children and parents by and large demonstrating a tremendous 
interest and desire to attend school, obtaining a primary education is now a central 
creed by which individuals live in Sierra Leone.  
Chapter 7 then examines the perceptions and experiences of not attending 
school to argue that an unintended consequence of universalizing education has 
been the silent problematization of the act of not going to school. For instance, 
out-of-school children are often seen by parents, leaders and even the children 
themselves as “idlers” and “thieves” who have no “particular place” in the 
community. Furthermore, as those who are out of school are increasingly 
stigmatized, society is inadvertently being stratified along the lines of an educated 
versus uneducated class. Children who do not participate in school are now 
experiencing a feeling of being split from their peers. Moreover, children who 
formerly worked and played with their peers on equal grounds are suddenly aware 
of their social and cognitive deficiencies. But unlike Bordieu’s theory of cultural 
reproduction, schools are not simply aiding in reproducing the dominant culture 
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of the elite class. Instead, education is instrumental in subconsciously 
superimposing a new hegemonic culture based on Western values, wherein being 
neat and orderly, donning uniformed attire, and speaking foreign languages like 
Krio and English form the cultural capital that is currently more societally valued. 
Those who are unable to attend school, however, are also unable to acquire this 
cultural capital. In this way, education is facilitating the production of – rather 
than a reproduction of – a new form of social inequality in rural Sierra Leone.  
 Chapter 8 concludes by summarizing the main findings of this study. 
Furthermore, the concluding chapter juxtaposes the history of universalizing 
education in Sierra Leone with contemporary policies on the “issue” of out-of-
school children, before ending by discussing the current implications of the UPE 
movement and what that might mean for future policy and research directions.  
 
 
Significance of the Study 
On a practical level, results from this project will help policymakers 
identify remaining barriers to achieving Universal Primary Education, as the 
Millennium Development Goals transition to the 2030 Sustainable Development 
Goals. Moreover, this study strives to add to the discussion of how to close the 
educational enrollment gap by employing an alternative perspective of not 
assuming formal school is an unalloyed good. 
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Within academia, this study contributes to the field of the sociology of 
education by empirically exploring the relationship between education and 
society, and particularly how education can play a role in the stratification of 
society. Much of the sociological literature on social stratification and 
reproduction is dominated by evidence and cases from the developed Global 
North, and this study sheds light on how these theories might differ in a less 
developed Global South context. 
Notwithstanding its contribution to African studies, this study also 
addresses the paucity of literature on the history of universal education in Sub-
Saharan Africa. Moreover, this study contributes to the comparative and 
international education field by arguing for a post-foundational approach to 
analyzing mass education, primarily through inserting Michel Foucault’s 
problematization of ethics into the traditional theoretical frameworks that 
dominate the field. In this way, this study also aims to contribute a critical, post-
structural analysis of the practical policy of universalizing primary education.   
Finally, this research project will be of interest to the growing number of 
economists who conduct randomized controlled trials to modify human behavior 
in order to increase school participation, without sufficient understanding of the 
mediating perceptions that inform the behavior in the first place. In contrast, this 
study presents an alternative but complementary perspective on the individual 







A HISTORY OF UNIVERSALIZING EDUCATION  
IN POST-INDEPENDENCE SIERRA LEONE (1960 – 1990) 
 
 
 In 1953, less than a decade before independence, the Sierra Leone 
Peoples’ Party (SLPP) circulated a plan to the public predicting the increasingly 
powerful role that education would play in the lives of Sierra Leoneans. Though 
on the rise, primary school enrollment was still at the time only 35,053 (with 
secondary enrollment being 3,603) in a country where the total population was 
about 2 million, including roughly 400,000 children (Sleight, 1964; Sierra Leone 
People’s Party, 1953). Drawing on the United Nations Charter, which states that 
everyone has a fundamental right to a basic primary education, the plan argued 
that modern development would not be able to take place without education, and 
accordingly laid out a program to “strive towards universal primary education of 
equal quality and quantity for all the people of the Colony and Protectorate of 
Sierra Leone” (Sierra Leone People’s Party, 1953, p. 3). In it too the nascent party 
predicted the societal friction that such an endeavor would stir (ibid): 
In a country that is primarily agricultural, nothing should be done 
to remove, the children who go to school from agriculture. The 
approach to education must be more practical especially at the 
stage at which children can appreciate the value of practical 
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lessons in agriculture. This approach, it is felt will evidently 
combat the supposed fear of the farmer who many feel that 
education tends to discourage children from ‘remaining on the land 
when they grow up.’ At the same time the impact of Western 
civilization on Sierra Leone has to be recognized. The introduction 
of Western elements into African life has brought new methods, 
new industries, new institutions, new people, all of which have 
caused a new departure from the normal life of the tribal as well as 
Colony people. In many ways these new elements have changed 
the environment considerably and have interfered with the stability 
of the society. The present trend of both old and new elements to 
exert themselves in a functional way upon community living has 
challenged education to seek a new balance. The result of these 
changes is not an unmixed good, but the powerful effect is 
undeniable. 
 
For a country that was still predominantly agricultural, formal education was 
another exemplification of Western modernity, thereby making its 
implementation a far more complicated task than one of simple transmission. In 
contrast with contemporary policies that stress legal mandates and campaigns to 
“sensitize” the public to an externally established ideal (as will be further 
discussed in the concluding chapter), the approach of adapting Western schooling 
to rural, “local” needs would underscore the economic and educational 
“development” of Sierra Leone in the decades following independence.  
 This chapter examines education in Sierra Leone from the years leading 
up to independence in 1961 to the years prior to the civil war in 1991. Many 
contemporary reports and articles wrongfully attribute the birth of the notion of 
“Education for All” to the Jomtien World Conference in 1990 (World Bank, 
2007; Nishimuko, 2007), when in fact, free, compulsory education was argued for 
as early as 1948 in the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
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(United Nations, 1949). Through a historical analysis of education in Sierra Leone 
from the years leading up to independence in 1961 to the years prior to the civil 
war in 1991, this chapter examines the following questions: During the decades 
following independence in Sierra Leone in 1961, how was the concept of 
universal education conceived, by whom and for what purposes? How did the 
state then attempt to achieve universal education, and how did Sierra Leoneans 
reciprocally respond to these state efforts?  
I use government documents, organizational reports, newspaper articles, 
dissertations, journal articles, and oral interviews to portray the complexity 
underlying the concept of universalizing education. This analysis contributes three 
main arguments. The first is that since the colonial era, Western schools in Sierra 
Leone have had the effect of producing different forms of social stratification. 
Early missionary schools distinguished an elite class of bureaucratic Krios, while 
colonial British schools served as a bridge later on for the progeny of traditional 
chiefs to become the new urban elites, some of whom would later lead the country 
to independence. Each time, a new class structure was overlaid on top of existing 
ones to create new lines of stratification and groups of the privileged. 
Secondly, the state attempted to achieve universal education by 
increasingly shifting the focus of its policies from national development to rural 
development. This was justified by the residual disparities between the 
Protectorate and Colony that remained after decolonization. However, I find that 
another purpose underlying the push for rural development was a fear of 
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overurbanization6 on the part of international development workers and urban 
bureaucrats. By developing the interior, it was reasoned that rural life would be 
more attractive, thereby curbing the influx of people migrating from rural to urban 
regions. What was not expected though was that the quest for social equality 
ironically reinforced – rather than minimized – geographic and cultural divisions 
between the two locales. 
Lastly, a concept of mass schooling founded on equality increasingly 
entailed a discriminatory method of “local” adaptation to reach universality, and 
as just mentioned, it was rural Sierra Leonean communities to which education 
policies had to adapt. However, words like “rural” and “local” were often 
assumed to have one absolute meaning, even though their usage refers to entirely 
different localities and target populations that are actually relative in nature. In 
other words, a prescribed antidote of “localization” presumes a homogenous 
“local,” whereas in reality, what was successful in making education more 
physically and mentally accessible to those previously disinterested in Western 
schools stood in direct opposition to others who wanted the academic education 
that propelled bureaucrats and Westernized elites to their position of power and 
life of relative ease and comfort. Consequently, behind the facade of a unified 
rhetoric to foster rural development through instituting an education with a “rural 
bias,” there was in reality a lack of consensus in people’s desires, needs, 																																																								
6 I apply Gottdiener and Budd’s (2003) definition of overurbanization as a “socio-spatial process 
of excess population concentration in urban areas beyond the capacity to provide basic services 
and housing infrastructure to urban dwellers. Overurbanized cities lack jobs, education and 
healthcare facilities, and other necessary resources to support their growing urban populations” (p. 
105). 
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intentions and conceptions of this vision. The outcome of these often conflicting 
and competing forces was the inability to achieve universal education of any form 
by any target date.  
The chapter begins with a brief history of Western education in colonial 
Sierra Leone before turning to describe education in Sierra Leone in the 1960s 
and 1970s as illustrated by policies and reports created by international agencies 
and the Ministry of Education. To achieve a better understanding of the second 
research question of how the state attempted to achieve universal education and 
how Sierra Leoneans reciprocally responded, this history from “above” is then 
paired with a history from “below” by shifting the focus to a rural education 
program called the Bunumbu Project. As historian Frederick Cooper asserts, 
“There is no evading, through generalized praise or denunciation of 
’development’ or ‘modernity’, the importance of analyzing specific situations” 
(Cooper, 2010, p. 20). In this fashion, a micro project is placed in the context of 
the macro influences of “development” to form a vertical case study (Vavrus & 
Bartlett, 2006) of one country’s efforts to expand education after independence. 
The chapter ends with a discussion and conclusion of the implications and 







Education in Colonial Sierra Leone (Mid 1800s – Mid 1900s) 
Despite being renowned for founding the first school for boys (Sierra 
Leone Grammar School) in 1845, the first school for girls (Annie Walsh 
Memorial School) in 1849, and the first higher education institution (Fourah Bay 
College) in 1827 in sub-Saharan Africa (World Bank, 2007), Western schooling 
has long been argued to be a source of social stratification in the country, 
beginning with when the first missionary schools were established around 
Freetown by the Church Missionary Society in the early 1800s (Sumner, 1963). 
Although initially used as a means to disseminate the Bible, a British-style of 
education was adopted that, over time, produced a class of literate Sierra 
Leoneans who served as the civil servants that performed bureaucratic clerical 
tasks for the colonial government. However, the formation of an elite class who 
subscribed to Western education and urban lifestyles reinforced the chasm that 
had already begun to form between Freetown and the hinterland ever since the 
former was declared a British Crown Colony in 1808, and the latter a British 
protectorate in 1896 (ibid).  
This formalized demarcation between the Crown Colony and the 
Protectorate created a system of indirect rule over the interior, concomitant with a 
new system of courts that separated the “natives” from the Krio “nonnatives” 
(Coulter, 2009; Anderson & Baker, 1969), who had arrived to the Colony in the 
late 1700s as newly freed slaves from as far as Nova Scotia and Jamaica 
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(Anderson & Baker, 1969). The ethnic divide was thus one of physical 
differences, language, social status and now geography: a divide between the 
educated, “civilized” Krio people residing in the Colony (now known as the 
Western area) and the “natives” of the hinterlands.7 A new geographical class 
structure was thereby born. This history helps to explain how the Krios, despite 
constituting only 2% of the whole population, had a literacy rate of 80% in the 
years preceding independence, compared to less than 10% for the rest of the 
country (Gberie, 2005; Coulter, 2009). The cultural influence that Krios had 
during colonialism also helps to explain why Krio is the de facto lingua franca 
across all ethnic groups in Sierra Leone.   
After the construction of an ethno-geographic divide favoring Krios in the 
urban capital throughout the 1800s, education then exacerbated class divisions 
within the Protectorate itself. Either in an attempt to shrink the gap between the 
Colony and the Protectorate, or as a means of instituting chiefs as the economic 
and administrative intermediaries in the hinterland (Reno, 1995), the British in 
1906 founded Bo School, the first government school for the sons of Paramount 
Chiefs in the Protectorate located in Mendeland (Conteh-Morgan & Dixon-Fyle, 																																																								
7 As of 2008, Krios make up 2% of the population that is dominated by 35% Temnes, 31% 
Mendes, and a large number of other ethnic groups. Interestingly, 15% of the population is 
comprised of refugees from Liberia, and small numbers of Europeans, Lebanese, Pakistanis, and 
Indians (CIA World Factbook, 2015). In terms of religious composition, the Inter-Religious 
Council (IRC) estimated that 77% of the overall population is Muslim, 21% Christian, and 2% 
practitioners of indigenous and other religious beliefs (US Department of State, 2012). 
Historically most Muslims have been concentrated in the northern areas of the country, while 
Christians populated the south. The civil war, however, led to mass migration and changes in 
settlement patterns. Although there are 23 living languages in Sierra Leone, English is the official 
language and Krio is a lingua franca understood by 95% of the population (CIA World Factbook, 
2015).  
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1999). Although youth from various ethnicities attended the school, Mendes 
dominated the student population, thereby giving them a larger representation in 
official jobs at the provincial, district and chiefdom levels upon graduation; 134 
graduates from 1906-1917 went on to receive clerical jobs within government and 
private sectors (Corby, 1990). As Western schools expanded in the interior, it was 
also Mendes (who were the largest ethnic group in the Protectorate at the time8) 
and the offspring of chiefs who were favored in the new system above others: 
“‘the upper and leading classes must be educated before the lower or working 
classes’” (Annual Report of the Railway District, 1915 in Kilson, 1966). These 
educated sons of chiefs would increasingly displace Krios to become the new elite 
class of colonial civil servants and professionals. A prime example of this was Sir 
Milton Margai, a son of an affluent Mende businessman who became the first 
person from the interior to graduate from Fourah Bay College before proceeding 
to medical school in England and returning to serve as a doctor in the Colonial 
Medical Service. He then guided Sierra Leone to independence in 1961 and 
became the country’s first Prime Minister (ibid).  
Consequently, unlike some instances in colonial Kenya and Nigeria where 
Western education overlaid a new class hierarchy over an existing one by 
empowering marginalized youth, slaves or migrants to challenge traditional 
authority (Peterson, 2004; Peel, 2003), Western schools in Sierra Leone further 
																																																								
8 According to the 1931 Census, an estimated 572, 678 out of 1,672,058 inhabitants were Mendes 
– more than one-third of the population. Temnes were the second largest group at the time with a 
population of 476,970 (Little, 1967).   
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reinforced traditional rule in the first half of the 20th century by privileging the 
progeny of chiefs and the wealthy to become educated elites. Education in Sierra 
Leone was therefore not only a vehicle that facilitated some migration from rural 
to urban areas, it dispersed traditional class structures to the cities by enabling the 
ruling sons from the rural Protectorate to form a new urban upper class. In this 
way, colonial education served as the bridge for the rural elite to become the new 
urban elite so that by the time of independence, many affluent families and ruling 
chiefs wielded both “traditional” and “modern” authority (Kilson, 1966).  
 
 
Education In Post-Independence Sierra Leone (1960s – 1970s) 
 In 1958, three years before the country gained the status of being an 
independent nation-state, the first major White Paper on Education in Sierra 
Leone was published, declaring, “the ultimate goal must, of course, be the 
establishment of fee-free universal compulsory education” (Sierra Leone 
Government, 1958, p. 1). This came at a time when, in the previous year, only 
61,881 out of up to 430,000 of 5 to 12 year olds (about 14%) attended one of the 
470 Government and assisted schools or 27 unassisted schools in the country. 
That said, the “ultimate goal” of universal education was still considered to be a 
stepping-stone to the wider “development” of the country (Sierra Leone 
Government, 1958, p. 1-2): 
Government sees primary education not as an end itself but as a 
means to an end. In a good primary system the pupil will receive 
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the tools with which to carve the pattern of his future education, 
and any child of normal school age and average ability should 
progress logically and in due course to the secondary stage and 
thereafter to a career. But the true value of primary education and 
indeed of education as a whole is seen to extend beyond the purely 
utilitarian objective. Its aim is not merely to produce literates but to 
enable pupils to make a beginning in obtaining the necessary 
mental equipment to enjoy a fuller, happier life and thereby to 
make a greater contribution to the welfare and development of the 
community as a whole. The ultimate aim of Government’s 
educational policy, therefore, is not the narrow one of individual 
enlightenment but of a steady beneficial development of the social, 
economic, religious and political structure of the territory.  
 
At the onset of conceptualizing universal education prior to national 
independence, “individual enlightenment” was therefore viewed as a mediator to 
the larger social and economic development of the territory. Considering the long-
term nature of achieving such a goal though, the Government proposed short-term 
objectives of developing a “sound basic primary system” by initiating a 
significant increase in the output of trained teachers. Goals were also made to 
double the number of children in school while remedying the disparity between 
educational facilities in the Colony (where 80% of children had access to 
schooling) and the Protectorate hinterland (where only 6% had access) (ibid).  
 Besides laying the groundwork for the same themes of equity and access 
that persist to the present-day, bureaucrats at the Ministry of Education of 
Education and Welfare also foresaw the potential discord that a universal primary 
system could create if it was not linked with post-graduation opportunities: “Apart 
from a few Standard 6 and 7 classes in senior primary schools, no provision exists 
for pupils who, at the end of the primary course, fail to gain admission to a 
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secondary school or a technical or vocational course” (Sierra Leone Government, 
1958, p. 12). The Government thus proposed to supplant junior secondary schools 
with three-year Secondary Modern Schools that would offer a “general education 
closely related to the interests and environment of the pupils and with a wide 
range covering the literary as well as the practical aspects of life” (ibid, p. 12). To 
ensure that education would not become a source of stratification however, the 
White Paper reiterated that the creation of such a pathway would not lead to a 
dual system of academic and technical education “plus a permanently depressed 
element”, but rather a “tripartite equality” between the three tracks (ibid).9 These 
proposals reflected a desire to balance the philosophy of the Phelps Stokes 
Commission of the 1920s – which advocated a utilitarian, agriculturally-biased 
education for the African masses akin to “Negro education” in the Southern 
United States (Berman, 1971) – with the increasing resistance against such an 
approach on the grounds that it was an inferior type of education rooted in 
denigrating manual labor (Foster, 1965; Zimmerman, 2008). By diversifying 
secondary education beyond just the academic and technical tracks, it was hoped 
that all children would “receive the type of education best suited to their abilities 
and aptitudes” (Sierra Leone Government, 1958, p. 12).  																																																								
9 Two other major changes proposed by the White Paper are also worth noting. First of all, the 
White Paper altered the grade structure from a 6/5 system of six years of primary school followed 
by five years of secondary school to one that consisted of seven years of primary school instead. 
This was based on the view that the 6/5 system had been ineffective, especially considering the 
difficulty of studying in a foreign medium of instruction. Secondly, the previous formula of 
education financing which mandated Local Authorities to refund 40% of the additional cost of 
teachers’ salaries to the Government was abolished as of January 1, 1959. It was acknowledged 
that Local Authorities would not be able to keep pace with such expenditures, and that they should 
only fund physical provisions such as equipment, building and capital costs. 
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 The goal of immediate universal education was not, however, shared by 
all. Even at that early stage before independence, there were those who expressed 
doubts of such an objective. An influential letter by Professor W. Arthur Lewis to 
The Economist that would later circulate to Sierra Leone through the Colonial 
Office concluded that economic development could not be reached until a country 
achieves self-sufficiency in its “secondary school products” by having about 4% 
of each generation entering secondary school. “New self-governing cabinets,” 
Lewis argues (1959, p.1): 
spend excessively on primary education, while neglecting 
secondary education. Most African politicians try to achieve 
universal primary education within five years…apart from what 
this does to the budget, it plays havoc with the economy, since the 
finished primary school products make a bee line for the towns, 
and the countryside tends to be starved of labour while the towns 
swell with unemployed juvenile delinquents.  
 
Lewis ultimately reasoned that to advance education in Africa, a five year 
program should aim to raise primary education to 50% “so that, allowing for 
wastage, one can cream off the top ten per cent from the primary schools” (ibid, p. 
2). It was reasoned that only in ten years time can a country then move towards 
100% primary education and 10% secondary education.  
 
The 1960s 
 In 1964, economist Gary Becker produced a seminal theory that 
investments in human capital through education or training can lead to economic 
growth. During the wave of decolonization in Africa in the 1960s, the rise of 
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human capital theory and the principle of education being a universal human right 
merged to influence newly independent countries to institute mass education 
policies for social and economic development (Chabbott & Ramirez, 2000). 
Despite the widespread consensus that schools should be a core component in 
“manpower planning” the growth of national economies (Psacharopoulos, 1991), 
there were many who were wary of the potentially negative effects of such a rapid 
expansion of education. As Assistant Educational Adviser T.H. Baldwin wrote to 
The Ministry of Education in Freetown on November 29, 1960 (Baldwin, 1960): 
You will no doubt note that whereas the introduction of ‘Universal 
primary education’ was a Success Story in Western Nigeria it fell 
very far short in the Eastern Region. Indeed I think the course of 
events in the Eastern Region constituted a cautionary 
tale...Universal primary education has been something of a 
misnomer in West Africa for although there has been considerable 
talk of making schooling compulsory, this has not as far as I know 
been carried out…In effect the term has meant that there is a 
school place for every child whose parents wish him to attend. 
Further, although the idea of primary schooling for all has a strong 
emotional and political appeal for territories that are on the way to 
Self-Government there is no doubt that in present circumstances a 
heavy price has to be paid not merely in terms of money but in a 
probable retarding of the push forward in secondary and higher 
education.  
  
Not only did the case of failed attempts to universalize primary education in 
Eastern Nigeria serve as a reason for reluctance, concerns of how to finance and 
balance such an endeavor with secondary and further education also riddled 
education bureaucrats in Sierra Leone. Although primary education was desirable 
politically, secondary and higher education remained a national priority. The 
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Government thus decided against “precipitate measures” that may lower standards 
or “dissipate public funds” (Jones, 1961). 
 These uncertainties surfaced again in 1961 at the “Conference of African 
States on the Development of Education in Africa” held in Addis Ababa. This 
highly influential UNESCO conference, influenced objectives and targets across 
Africa for years to come. Namely, conference attendees formally established the 
goal of achieving 6 years of universal primary education by 1980 – this coming at 
a time when the proportion of out-of-school children across Africa was still 
greater than 80% of the school age population. However, anxiety about an 
overproduction of educated people in excess of what “development” could 
accommodate also lay at the heart of conference discussions (UNESCO, 1961, p. 
6-11):  
The real problem is that any good primary school will widen 
children’s horizons beyond what can be satisfied by the economy 
of three-acres-and-a-hoe. The school leaver expects a higher 
standard of living than his farmer father, a better house, pure water 
and easy access to medical and other public services. He is willing 
to drive a tractor or a lathe, but can hardly be expected to respect 
the back-breaking energies with meagre output yields, which are 
forced upon his father through lack of modern equipment (...) So, 
when the primary schools turn out large numbers who are expected 
to accommodate themselves to a three-acres-and-a-hoe civilization, 
what can be expected but frustration and exasperation?  
 
To mitigate a potential mismatch between education output and labor market 
demand, conference attendees argued that agricultural productivity and rural 
employment must be increased. This would “diminish the number of school 
leavers who flock to the towns and cities for employment,” but are left 
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“suspended between two worlds” when there are insufficient jobs to meet the 
labor supply. “Adapting educational programmes to rural conditions” was 
consequently highlighted as the means to stimulate such rural development (ibid, 
p. 6).  
Three years later, global discourse percolated to Sierra Leone, as themes 
similar to those discussed at the international conference became instituted in the 
national Development Programme in Education for Sierra Leone 1964-1970.10 In 
addition to recommending a postponement of the deadline for universal education 
to 1990 instead of 1980, the Programme sought to increase the percentage of 
children enrolled in primary schools from 24% to 49%, and the number of trained 
primary school teachers from 1,200 to 3,600 by 1970 (“Memorandum by the 
Minister of Education,” 1964). The Programme also recommended the 
establishment of farm schools offering two years of practical training, since 
“anything less usually proves to be ineffective; anything more surely leads the 
farmer’s son to seek urban, or at least salaried employment” (Sleight, 1964, p. 
30).  
Besides stemming the rural to urban migration, rural development was 
seen as a desirable and necessary step towards achieving national development. A 
confidential document from the Ministry of Education argued that one way to 
develop the Sierra Leone economy is to “design effective links between the 
centres of growth and modernization (mainly urban) with the areas of relative 																																																								
10 It should be noted that the national Development Programme was written by the international 
expatriate G. F. Sleight, a UNESCO consultant from New Zealand. 
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backwardness (mainly rural)” (Sierra Leone Ministry of Education, 1968, p. 6). 
Justifications for education expansion subsequently evolved from fostering 
national development to fostering rural and “local” development. For instance, a 
new national trial syllabus, that was to be “more relevant to local and national 
needs,” was issued in 1969 to take effect in 1970 (Hawes, 1976, p. 11). According 
to the new syllabus, Class 3 students were to learn about the “local community as 
part of a larger unit” (ibid, p. 32). Pupils were also encouraged to “work towards 
developing skills and modern techniques of manual, scientific, industrial and 
agricultural labor, and to develop a healthy respect for all such labour” (Sierra 
Leone Ministry of Education, 1969, p.1). As such, Class 7 girls were to take a 
year-long course on Home Economics that would meet weekly to teach them how 
to do things like cooking nutritionally balanced meals and removing palm oil or 
mildew stains through laundering. Education would no longer be, as the then 
Director-General of UNESCO put it, “isolated as a whole from life and society … 
cut off from the rest of human activity” (Maheu, 1970, p. 2).  
 
The 1970s 
1967 marked the year of a close general election between the incumbent 
Prime Minister Sir Albert Mirgai of the Sierra Leone People’s Party, and a new 
contender Siaka Stevens of the All People’s Congress (APC) party. There was 
growing opposition across the country to the SLPP because not only was the 
Mende-dominated SLPP believed to ethnically insular (Cartwright, 1970), it was 
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criticized for having “retard[ed] the development of those areas which opposed 
their policies and programs” (Imig, 1969, p. 85). The greatest growth in school 
expansion, for example, occurred in the Southern and Eastern provinces where the 
SLPP was more dominant. By a narrow margin, Stevens and the APC supplanted 
the SLPP in 1967 on a populist platform that particularly appealed to the young 
and uneducated mining trade unionists in the northern, Temne-ruled region of the 
country (Richards, 1996).11  
By the early 1970s, the number of primary schools across the country had 
nearly doubled from 497 to 950 schools, which translated to about 40% of 
primary school aged children being enrolled in schools as compared with 14% in 
1957 (Sierra Leone Government, 1970). Policies changed to reflect the 
importance of decelerating secondary and university education to instead 
accelerate primary and rural education. Namely, the 1970 White Paper on 
Educational Policy prioritized the improvement and attainment of compulsory 
primary education by 1980, which was to be achieved by an immediate reduction 
of the teacher pupil ratio from 1:45 to 1:35 (ibid). Students were also required to 
take the Selective Entrance examination at the end of Class 7 with only pupils 
scoring a mark of 50% or above to be considered for selection to continue 
																																																								
11 Stevens, however, is widely criticized for later turning the country into a one-party republic in 
1971 with himself as the first president who held wide executive and legislative powers (Richards, 
1996). His dictatorial rule continued until his retirement from office in 1985, though he then hand-
picked his successor, Major-General Joseph Momoh, who largely maintained the status quo until 
he was overthrown in a military coup by Valentine Strasser during the Sierra Leone civil war.  
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schooling. These changes, it was believed, would work to increase not just the 
quantity but also the quality of primary education.12 
In spite of these changes, an “uneasy feeling of disillusion with education” 
had set in at the end of the 1960’s when the “realization had dawned that the 
Addis Ababa enrolment targets were unrealistic when set against limited 
resources and exploding populations” (Commonwealth Secretary, 1973, p. 1). No 
longer was mass schooling “assumed to be a broad highway to national prosperity 
and international well-being” (ibid). Western academics across the world also 
grew critical of whether universal education was in reality a sensible aim, and the 
elevated optimism of bringing about mass schooling and development became 
increasingly muted. Abernethy (1969) questioned whether mass education was an 
unaffordable public expenditure; Coleman (1965) argued that an overly 
aggressive imposition of equality would scatter the resources and weaken the 
capacity of a political system; Foster (1965) demonstrated how the disparity 
between a rising number of school-leavers in Ghana and the low rate of economic 
expansion led to mass unemployment among the educated.  
By the 1970s, it became apparent that lofty development goals of the 
previous decade were far from being met. The primary enrollment rate, for 
instance, still stood far below 50% at the beginning of the 1970s (see Figure 5).  																																																								
12 In consonance with Sleight’s previous 1964 Development Programme, the 1970 White Paper 
also planned for Njala University College to abandon its training of arts and science teachers to 
focus instead on becoming an Agricultural College. At the secondary level, the IDA Project was 
also to be implemented to diversify the content of secondary education so as to provide more 
technical, commercial and agricultural subjects in 11 secondary schools scattered throughout the 
country. This would enable the meeting of middle-level manpower needs – a level at which the 
shortage was thought to be even more acute. 
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Source: Authors’ representation based on World Bank microdata (World Bank, 2013). Gaps 
indicate years of missing data. 
 
Figure 5. National school enrollment rates in Sierra Leone (1970 – 91) 
 
Furthermore, the unevenness of development was raised in the National 
Development Plan 1974/5 − 1978/9. There were “marked disparities in the levels 
of economic social and political-administrative development between Freetown 
and its environs…on the one hand and the rest of the country…on the other” 
(Hawes, 1976, p. 2). School enrollment and quality was “higher in the towns than 
in the countryside and highest in the Western Area” near Freetown (Hawes, 1976, 
p. 3). After a decade of “development,” it seemed the long-standing gap between 
the former Protectorate and Colony was just as wide if not wider. This social 
disparity was exacerbated by then President Siaka Stevens’ “shadow state” (Reno, 
1995). Stevens’ actions, which included controlling the production and exchange 
of diamonds, created a system of corruption that “stripped institutions of 













of the formal state’s capacity inversely increased the sovereignty of the “shadow 
state,” which further deterred the formal state’s ability to attain the goal of 
universalizing education.  
Economically, the modern industrial sector also began to stagnate in the 
1970s. The worldwide economic recession and shortage of crude oil had rippling 
effects across the country that contributed to a contraction of the diamond-mining 
sector and overall declining per capita income (Government of Sierra Leone, 
1981). This all put into question the dominant strategy of the 1960s to meet the 
shortage of skilled manpower by developing secondary and postsecondary 
education. A “radical change in education” was thus announced by the 
Government to “give priority attention to the improvement of primary education. 
To this end, in addition to the existing certificated teachers, graduate teachers 
[were] to be specifically trained in Sierra Leone and given an additional 
allowance for primary school teaching” (“Radical Changes in Education”, 1970). 
Plans were also made to adjust the teacher-pupil ratio in primary schools to 1:35 
as soon as possible.  
Despite many calls for Government to increase its educational 
expenditures, this was not deemed to be viable. Vice-president S. I. Koroma said 
in his opening speech at the 1973 mid-Review Conference of the Sierra Leone 
Education Review, “With about 22% of our national budget (excluding public 
debt servicing) already being spent on education, it is difficult to increase that 
percentage to any great extent without doing damage to other crucial areas of 
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development” (Sierra Leone Education Review, 1973, Annex I, p. 2).  With no 
additional education budget on the horizon, the Education Programme for the 
National Development Plan 1974/5-78/79 (Government of Sierra Leone, 1974) 
concretized the shifting of resources from secondary and tertiary to primary 
education,13 which could be accomplished by “applying quantitative controls on 
entry to secondary and higher institutions” (p. 14). Examples of proposed controls 
included increasing the entry qualifications, conducting “special aptitude tests,” 
stipulating qualified teacher ratios, or enacting admission limits. The driving 
rationale behind this desire to curtail secondary and higher education was the 
concern over unemployed graduates: “the important economic fact is that 
educated unemployment is socially more costly than non-educated and that the 
resources spent on educating unemployed graduates and dropouts could instead 
have been spent on accumulation of physical capital to employ more people” 
(ibid).  
Perhaps because of the uncertain economic conditions both nationally and 
internationally, an increasing number of bureaucrats and expatriates also began to 
call for more self-subsistence through shifting the curricula towards agricultural 
education. For example, UNESCO project manager James Dunhill wrote in the 
Sierra Leone Journal of Education, “Primary programmes in addition to catering 
for the basic skills of education must inculcate amongst pupils realistic attitudes to 																																																								
13 Alternative strategies to decrease the Government cost of schooling included: shifting costs 
from the central to local governments, gradually increasing the entry age from 5 to 8, breaking the 
7 year primary cycle into a 5-year basic and 2-year middle program, and replacing everyday 
schooling with every other day schooling (Government of Sierra Leone, 1974, p. 29-31).  
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and elementary skills in gardening and small husbandry so as to assist a national 
subsistence economy over the next few years” (Dunhill, 1970, p. 5). W.F. Conton, 
a former Chief Education Officer at the Ministry of Education, argued a year later 
that, “adjacent to every school should be a securely enclosed area for some form 
of agricultural or horticultural activity to be undertaken by the pupils on a 
cooperative and commercial basis” (Conton, 1971, p. 43). The acquisition of 
doctorates, in contrast, was seen to have questionable benefit to the community. 
Dr. Michael Samuels, the American ambassador to Sierra Leone at the time, also 
called for special attention to be given to agricultural education in a speech he 
delivered in 1977. Considering that more than 90% of Sierra Leoneans lived in 
rural areas, Samuels condemned the lack of interest in the subject which he said 
was a remnant of the colonial period: “There has developed a sense that the 
educated man cannot work with his hands, must wear a white shirt and a tie, that 
he can only supervise others, who do the work and not work himself” (“Envoy 
Samuels takes a critical look,” 1977). At the seventh Commonwealth Education 
Conference held in Ghana in March 1977, Ministers of Education and senior 
education officials from thirty Commonwealth countries also agreed on the need 
to emphasize rural development, primarily through non-formal education 
(Dumoga, 1977). 
These calls for increased agricultural productivity paradoxically surfaced 
at the same time the country had become almost self-sufficient in rice production 
with the help of a Chinese Technical Mission from Taiwan demonstrating a 
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multiple cropping system (Sierra Leone Ministry of Information and 
Broadcasting, 1971). The same Education and Development Sector Study that 
began by lauding the achievement of a 154% growth in crop production from Le 
91 million to Le 231 million from 1973 to 1977 (Government of Sierra Leone, 
1981, p. 4) ended with a call for curricula revision to help address the problem 
that “cultivation methods, through a lack of appropriate mechanical or animal 
power, are dependent totally on manual labour” (ibid, p. 150). Whether or not it 
was grounded in reality, public discourse was characterized by the overall need to 
develop the countryside, as well as the need to improve agricultural output by 
introducing more scientific methods to rural areas.  
In spite of the rising interest in rural and agricultural education, there were 
also some reservations about its effects: the “current popular idea of introducing 
agricultural and other practical or environmental subjects in the primary school 
curriculum may perhaps per se help to reduce rural-to-urban migration and 
subsequent urban unemployment, but experience from other countries indicate 
that this effect is often overestimated” (Government of Sierra Leone, 1974, p. 32). 
Moreover, there was fear that such curricular changes might increase rather than 
reduce primary education costs. In general, trying to achieve universal primary 
education in the “traditional school form” was seen to be both too expensive and 
unrealistic. Instead, shifting away from “traditional school to out-of-school 
programmes integrated with community development activities” was argued to be 
a better long-term solution (ibid, p. 32).  
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It was in this context that President Siaka Stevens called for the Sierra 
Leone Education Review – a comprehensive survey of the education system that 
brought together staff at the University of Sierra Leone, government 
administrators, and international consultants for a series of meetings in 1973. The 
review, which was seen to be “locally inspired [and] locally directed” (Hawes, 
1976, p. 6), scaled the overly ambitious goal of universal education down to the 
more achievable target of having 78% of seven year olds enter primary schools by 
1990 (University of Sierra Leone, 1976). It also called for a threefold expansion 
of post-primary vocational centers and institutions. The final report then 
highlighted five guiding themes: relevance to “our actual life and work”, 
interdependency of the educational system as a whole, the need for balanced 
growth, accountability in expenditure, and self-reliance to become “planners and 
implementers of our own future” (University of Sierra Leone, 1976, p. 2).  
One of the major approaches to make school more relevant was to change 
the medium of instruction. In 1978, after purportedly abolishing school fees for 
classes 3 through 7 at least in theory,14 the Ministry of Education introduced the 
Indigenous Languages Education Project. Teachers in 26 pilot schools around the 
country were trained to teach and produce curricular materials in Mende, Temne 
and Limba for the first three primary grades. So as to “decrease the alienation 
effect schooling has had in rural areas” (Sierra Leone Ministry of Education, 																																																								
14 According to a report put out by the Ministry of Education and UNESCO, each child still had to 
pay one leone in school fees and 30 cents for the Parent Teacher Association in the first two years 
of primary education, but thereafter education was to be provided at public schools free of cost. 
Whether or not this was actually enacted is another issue. See Sierra Leone Ministry of Education, 
1983. 
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1983, p.35), this change also indicated a shift in changing the de facto strategy, 
where local languages were already being used in both formal and non-formal 
education programs, into a de jure policy. Besides integrating schools into rural 
areas, teaching in local vernacular could also aid in “developing the rural areas so 
to keep the population in productive rural occupations” (ibid). Through rural 
adaptation which would lead to rural development, it was thus hoped that rural 
dwellers would stay rural dwellers. 
The reform that drew the most attention wove together the two themes of 
relevance and self-reliance through a proposed construction of a network of 
“community education centers” (CEC’s) that would serve 58,000 youths aged 12-
17 and 78,000 adults.15 CEC’s were not to be regarded as “stepchildren” or a mere 
“alternative” to academic or technical education. Instead, primary schools were to 
merge with CECs to bring “schooling and traditional life into a co-operative, 
mutually beneficial relationship” (University of Sierra Leone, 1976, p. 9).  This 
grand vision was already beginning to be piloted in the rurality of Bunumbu, a 
chiefdom of less than 1,000 people located about 268 kilometers east of Freetown 
in the eastern district of Kailahun (see Figure 6).16 
 
																																																								
15 This represented about 5% of the total population of 2.8 million people (Hawes, 1976). 
16 This region was coincidentally where the Revolutionary United Front soldiers later first entered 
the country from Liberia (Richards, 1996). 
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The Bunumbu Project (1974 – Late 1980s) 
In 1974, the Government of Sierra Leone called upon the United Nations 
Special Fund and UNESCO to assist in implementing the Bunumbu Project – a 
program designed to make schools more relevant and central to rural 
communities. Specifically, the project translated the National Development Plan  
of accelerating primary school expansion into the following objectives 
(UNESCO, 1983, p. 2): 
i) development of a new primary curriculum with a rural bias; ii) 
expansion of existing functions of the teacher training colleges … 
and iii) development of a country-wide network of community 
educational centres providing both formal and non-formal 
education and training for young people and adults in the rural 
areas.  
 
To achieve the larger goal of rural development, the Bunumbu Project attempted 
to integrate schools into a utopian vision of the rural community. In the short-run, 
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more primary school teachers would be trained, community schools would be 
established, and the primary school curriculum would be revised to better 
represent rural conditions.  In the long run, the achievement of these objectives 
would work to improve rural productivity while also increasing educational 
attainment in the hinterland.  
 
Project Players, Rationale and Implementation 
One might wonder why Bunumbu was selected as the project site in the 
first place. The most apparent answer lies in the history of the area. Thanks to a 




Methodist Missionary established a Catechist Training Centre in Bunumbu as 
early as 1926 (Eastern Polytechnic Administration, 2013). In 1933, the center was 
then transformed by the Church Missionary Society into a Teachers’ Training 
Figure 7. "Bunumbu students at play"  
ca. 1927-28 
Source: USC Digital Library 
Figure 8. "Mustapha, Chief of 
Bunumbu" ca. 1927-28 
Source: USC Digital Library 
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College replete with a “practicising” primary school, and renamed Union College. 
Perhaps because of this early introduction of Western education in the region, 
primary completion rates in the chiefdom were already among the highest in the 




Although Bunumbu was exceptional in its earlier introduction to Western 
education, it became the center of national and international attention through the 
vision and determination of one man in particular. In 1971, Francis B. S. Ngegba, 
who did not originate from the immediate area but was an alumnus of the College, 
became the first African principal of Bunumbu Teachers College after a series of 
Figure 9. Map of primary completion rates 
by chiefdom for those entering primary 
school 1961-65 (Bunumbu with red arrow) 
Source: Author’s representation based on 2004 
Census (Statistics Sierra Leone, 2004) 
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British headmasters had led the school for almost fifty years during the colonial 




Despite the rhetorical emphasis on the “community” orientation of the 
Bunumbu project, the project seemed to mostly originate from Principal Ngegba’s 
individual ideas and efforts. Earl Welker, an American who started working at the 
College as a geography lecturer (and later the Acting Principal) in 1971 months 
before Ngegba’s arrival, recalled the first time he learned of the project (Personal 
communication, April 5, 2013): 
[Ngegba] called me into his office one day and said, ‘Can you 
bring me a map of this area and locate twenty primary schools 
within a twenty mile radius of Bunumbu? I looked at him and said: 
‘Yeah, I think I can but just give me a few minutes.’ So, I went 
Figure 10. Francis Ngegba, 
Principal of Bunumbu Teachers' 
College 
Source: Ruth Kanu 
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back to my geography lab…took a compass, went back to his 
office, sat down, and we located twenty primary schools that 
already existed. Those twenty schools became the pilot schools… 
This was the first inkling I had of anything called the Bunumbu 
project. I didn’t know what we were doing, why he was doing it, 
and what he was doing it for. He didn’t tell me. Within months, 
there was a team of UN people who came and asked questions (...) 
Then we all realized that there was something that was in the 
works about a project for Bunumbu, we didn’t know what. And 
slowly the idea was filtered down. 
 
What was lauded as a community-based project was really the brainchild of one 
man; and what was meant to be a “community” rural development project was 
neither initiated, nor afterwards implemented, by the “community” of Bunumbu. 
Furthermore, in 1973/74, the Government of Sierra Leone took over the newly 
renamed Bunumbu Teachers College, a shift that brought about an influx of 
education bureaucrats from Freetown to evaluate and assess the project. There 
was, however, a stark divide between the urban bureaucrats coming in for brief 
tours of rural education and the “locals” they were visiting. Ruth Kanu, a former 
Canadian University Service Overseas (CUSO) volunteer who worked as a 
science and infant methodology lecturer at the Bunumbu Teachers College, wrote 
a letter home to her family on April 26, 1969 describing the group of education 
officers who came to visit the school (Personal communication, April 25, 2013): 
These men were Creoles17, from Freetown…and they are a culture 
apart from the upcountry people in fact – they had never been 
upcountry before so were surprised and chagrinned at the state of 
the roads, lack of amenities etc…it seems difficult to believe that 
they know so little about their own country but I think Creoles 
rather look on us upcountry as barbaric pagans. There is about 99% 
																																																								
17 Creole and Creoledom is Mrs. Kanu’s alternative spelling of Krio and Kriodom.  
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literacy in Creoledom. All these men had been to England several 
times. 
 
It was therefore the combination of a politically adept and ambitious principal not 
from the local area, UNESCO “experts” sent in from as far as Nepal and Haiti, 
international volunteers from CUSO and the U.S. Peace Corps, and Sierra 
Leonean administrators and teacher candidates from elsewhere in the country, 




 Despite the project not stemming directly from the local residents of 
Bunumbu, Ngegba deserved credit for recognizing the importance of engaging 
Figure 11. Independence day at Bunumbu Teachers College (1971-72) 
Source: John Wolfer 
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different players from the “community” to implement the project. Since schools 
were to be “the hub around which integrated rural development activities 
radiate[d],” multi-disciplinary teams were formed with primary school teachers at 
its core serving as the “animateur, leader, co-ordinator and stabilizer” (UNESCO, 
1977, p. 5). These teams brought members from the “local community” 
(UNESCO, 1977, p. 7) together to form self-help groups that contributed 
materials and assistance in renovating the selected pilot schools. Ngegba also 
appreciated the need to involve village elders and the Paramount Chief of 
Bunumbu: “The conversion of the chiefs and local elders to rural development 
needs, could lead to total community involvement” (UNESCO, 1977, p. 8).  
 On top of training teachers to teach new curricular units, a year-long in-
service training was conducted “to sensitize the head teachers [of the pilot 
schools] to the needs of the rural environment in which their schools are located” 
(UNESCO, 1977, p. 18). Workshops on nutrition, blacksmithing and weaving 
were offered as non-formal education programs. Bunumbu teachers and students 
even made periodic visits to family farms to discuss new ideas about farming. 
Ngegba’s vision was therefore for the Bunumbu Project to “to break the age old 
tradition of the school being an instrument of alienation” (ibid, p. 18). It was only 
through such alternative educational structures that schools could “introduce new 
knowledge and skills to the rural peoples” (ibid, p. 4) and “becom[e] a functional 
part of the community” (ibid, p. 23).  
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This seemingly banal notion of integrating the school into the community 
could not have been more germane to the later success of the project. Whether or 
not Ngegba was aware of it, the relationship between schools and “locals” was 
still a very tenuous one. Even after twenty years of independence, many “locals” 
regarded Western education with a dose of skepticism because of its foreign 
nature and its uncertain value. Braima Molwai, a Sierra Leonean who now lives in 
Durham, North Carolina but grew up in Bunumbu as the only one out of eight 
siblings to attend school, recalls his early experiences at Bunumbu Primary 
School in the years prior to the beginning of the Bunumbu Project (Personal 
communication, April 1, 2013):  
I was taught by two English women who only spoke English. They 
didn’t even care to learn Mende. They just told me things like, 
“Don’t sit on this.’ ‘Stop talking.’ (…) Western education came in 
with their churches and all their establishments, and also to teach 
us about the Bible. But they didn’t care to speak our language (…) 
And so that communication if you’re talking about Western 
education was just one-sided. 
 
For subsistence farmers like the Molwais, changing the curricular content and role 
of a school signified a significant shift in making the communication and 
transmission of Western education “two-sided.” This marked a vast difference 
from the colonial era when most education in Africa sought either to instill 
Christian virtues, or to create local bureaucrats who could contract with the 
British colonial system (Sifuna & Sawamura, 2010; Peterson, 2004; Sumner, 




 By the mid 1980s, structural adjustment policies that focused on fiscal 
austerity, trade liberalization and conditional loans carrying high interest rates 
without any extant social safety nets percolated through developing countries 
(Stiglitz, 2003). The tightening of both international aid and domestic economies 
stunted the growth of young nation-states, and even the patron-client system in 
Sierra Leone that formed the backbone of the country’s “shadow state” (Reno, 
1995) was not spared. President Siaka Stevens – who had turned the country into 
a one-party state by 1978 (Richards, 1996) – found it increasingly difficult to 
distribute resources, such as jobs, bribes and privileged access to the diamond 
trade (Reno, 1995; Cooper, 2002, p. 89). At the same time, many multilateral 
organizations and international foundations diverted their development strategies 
to technology and the agricultural sector instead, thereby stripping public schools 
of the external support on which many nation-states had come to depend (Boyle, 
1999; Krech & Maclure, 2003). This not only contributed to the instability within 
the country that arguably played a role in the beginning of the civil war in 1991, 
but these global and national events trickled down to local citizens who saw 
unemployment rise alongside a slashing of state services like education. For youth 
in particular, the mid 1980s meant a time of bleak educational prospects, when 
access to the over-inundated higher education system and the few vocational and 
tertiary institutions was limited. To make matters worse, the downsized public 
and private sectors could not absorb the educated but unemployed, and their 
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academic training that had largely been unchanged since colonial times left them 
with few technical skills that could be matched with other sources of labor 
demand (Abdullah, 2000). 
 Within this tense social and economic climate however, the Bunumbu 
Project had become a nationally and internationally acclaimed program. Markers 
of success included: the building of twenty pilot schools with the aid of Catholic 
Relief Services; a 65% increase in primary enrollment at the pilot schools; an 
increase from a 68% to 78% pass rate on the national common entrance 
examination; and the creation of over 300 new curricular units that integrated 
education with the “local” environment of Bunumbu (Banya, 1989). Teachers, for 
example, were trained to blend national exam standards into units on creating 
maps of Sierra Leone and Bunumbu, recording rainfall and examining nearby 
water sources, and constructing poultry farms and vegetable gardens (Bunumbu 
Teachers College, 1981). As one headmaster said in an interview: “ ‘The 
Bunumbu materials have definitely helped improve our common entrance 
results…More of my pupils are now going to various secondary schools all over 
the country’  - (Headmaster) Ngolahun Methodist” (Banya, 1986, p. 183). Braima, 
who also taught for a year at one of the pilot schools, further explains the impact 
the new curricula had on students (Personal communication, April 23, 2013): 
When they made it into that, what we can swallow, it was much 
easier for these people. You were not going to teach, you know, 
what you teach in Cambridge to the children. Adapting it to what 
was already going on, the agricultural part, was what made the 
program work…You have most of the students coming from 
villages, and you’re going to tell them about atoms…and this 
 	66 
chemistry and all this stuff? No! No, I’m not going to read about 
snow. Hell no…But to read about our own elders who wrote 
poems that we can relate to…that worked. 
 
What was striking about the Bunumbu Project was its ability to adopt a Deweyan 
approach of integrating schools into the society (Dewey, 1899) through reaching 
out to those who had previously expressed no interest in education. By 
successfully making education more “relevant,” the project engaged more 
families in both the formal and non-formal programs that were offered at the 
school.  
Perhaps because of the initial praise it received, the project grew in scope 
and grandiosity, and soon became magnified and mythologized both in 
development discourse and in the minds of an increasing number of Bunumbu 
residents. The mantra became that “Bunumbu is no longer a project – it is now a 
spirit” (UNESCO, 1983). However, this aggrandizement later undermined the 
project’s early success. Although initial project objectives centered on making 
education more relevant by restructuring the teacher’s certificate program, 
expectations grew to encompass aspects of rural development beyond what was 
initially promised. According to one village elder: “‘We gave our land and labor 
freely to the project, with the understanding that we will get some amenities, such 
as pipe-born water, better roads and dispensary facilities. We are still waiting for 
the promises to come through’ (Elder 503)” (UNESCO, 1983, p. 121). The 
conflation of education and development led to disenchantment and frustration, 
which was then aggravated by the departure of expatriates and decreased visits 
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from the Ministry of Education and UNESCO as the project neared its termination 
date. Community Development Councils began to hold fewer meetings, and 
participation in community work projects declined.  
Moreover, not all members of the community approved of the changes to 
the curricula. Some parents objected to the notion of their children perpetuating 
their own agricultural livelihood: “ ‘I want them [my children] to be better than 
me in terms of employment, to become doctors, engineers, and top civil servants’ 
(Parent 702)” (Banya, 1986, p. 97). Unlike others who remained skeptical of 
Western education, these parents saw it as a means towards social ascension: “ ‘If 
my children are to look after me during my old age, they should be successful in 
acquiring the white man’s knowledge, so that they can have key positions in many 
fields’ (Parent 703)” (Banya, 1986, p. 97). Some families may therefore have 
wanted an academically-oriented grammar education rather than the “rurally 
biased” curricula that was the product of the Bunumbu Project. This sentiment of 
the state not being able to change the preferences of the people from an academic 
to vocational orientation echoes the findings of Foster in Ghana twenty years 
earlier.  
The contradiction of both positive and negative feedback, however, shows 
the importance of precisely clarifying the target population. For farming families 
like Braima’s who had little interest in obtaining Western education, the 
Bunumbu Project was a huge step forward in adapting the curriculum to meet 
their way of life and traditional customs – just as Ngegba envisioned when he 
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wished to uproot the belief of schools being a source of alienation.  But for 
families of merchants and professionals whose parents may have gone to school 
themselves, Braima explains that the Bunumbu Project may have been seen as a 
step back in their goal of having the next generation break out of an agricultural 
existence (Personal communication, April 23, 2013). What comes to light is the 
inherent diversity within a “local community.” One goal of CECs was to bring 
together people from across the chiefdom of Bunumbu – which was divided into 
the Manowa junction, the Old Town, and the “road.” However “community” 
members could have referred to anyone from Paramount Chiefs, to skilled 
craftsmen, to subsistence farmers, to the Syrian and Lebanese business owners 
that comprised a sizable portion of the Bunumbu population. Ultimately, 
discerning the effects that the Bunumbu Project had in making education relevant 
to the needs of “locals” depends on which “local” one asks. It could not be 
assumed that just because Bunumbu was “rural,” that the entire chiefdom was just 




This chapter began by asking the questions of who conceived of universal 
education in Sierra Leone and for what purpose. The analysis highlighted the 
multiplicity of actors – from the international to the national to the local – along 
with the multiplicity of intentions. For instance, many international expatriates 
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conceived of mass schooling as a human right and “a fundamental ingredient for 
the nation’s social and economic development” (Sierra Leone Ministry of 
Education, 1977, p. 1). National bureaucrats reasoned that expanding education 
would bring about geographic equity while balancing migration patterns. Some 
“local” families in the “community” of Bunumbu sought education to build social 
cachet in a modern world that was rapidly subsuming traditional ways of life. And 
then there were the children and families who had little interest in education – a 
group who often gets lost in debates about Western modernization and universal 
schooling. When one becomes so focused on the end goal of education for all, one 
risks forgetting what the experience means to those who are not as quick to 
comply. These overlooked constituents, some of whom the Bunumbu Project 
successfully managed to engage, attest to Grubb and Lazerson’s (2004) warning 
of an “overblown” faith in the “gospel” of education, in that a homogenous 
approach to education is not a uniform good, either in the past or present.  
Despite these complex and often conflicting desires and intentions, the 
state initially attempted to achieve universal education through instituting a free 
compulsory education policy in 1958. Although the focus was on addressing the 
gaping disparity in educational access and quality between the rural Protectorate 
and the urban Colony, the gap narrowed little even after a decade. By the mid-
1970s, when it was also apparent that the original goal of reaching universal 
primary education by 1980 could not be accomplished, the universal education 
rhetoric that was so prolific at the dawn of independence changed to focus on the 
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need to stimulate rural development by adapting education to “local rural 
conditions.” This was to be done through creating Community Education Centers 
as part of the Bunumbu Project. 
While the Bunumbu Project was a step forward in changing education to 
make schools more accessible, there is no one answer to how “Sierra Leoneans” 
responded to this effort. Instead, the indiscriminate aggregation of diverse people 
as one homogeneous group served as a setback to the quest of providing 
“education for all.” Specifically, relative terms like “local,” “community” and 
”rural” were used as absolute expressions, when in fact the true meaning of these 
words hinges on who was saying it in regards to whom. This is similar to 
Raymond Williams’ (1973) argument that ideas of the country and city can only 
be understood in relation to one another, or Stacy Pigg’s (1992) observation of the 
generic and mythic “villager” whose identity is defined only in reference to a 
national scale. In the case of post-independence Sierra Leone and the 
implementation of the Bunumbu Project, who really is a “local”? To foreign 
expatriates, “local” might have meant a Sierra Leonean bureaucrat working at the 
Ministry of Education. To a national official based in Freetown, “local” might 
have meant anyone living in a “rural” “community” like Bunumbu. To an 
educated professional living in the “community” of Bunumbu, “rural” might have 
meant the traditional farming families who had never attended school. Even for 
the Bunumbu Project that was a “local”, “community”-based program, there was 
not one single response generalizable to all Bunumbu residents. 
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 Furthermore, the impulse to aggregate a country as one people – “Sierra 
Leoneans” for instance – is perhaps what led Foster to his finding that an 
academic education was preferable to a vocational one (1965). Surely his 
observation rang (and still rings) true, but only to the extent of the subpopulation 
he was describing; his work may therefore be eliding large subsamples of the 
population.  Similarly, Carnoy and Samoff’s affirmation that “given a choice 
between popular education and formal, traditional bureaucratic schools, the public 
appears to opt for the latter,” is a misleading one (1990, p. 89). Who, in this case, 
is the “public”? Without explicitly defining such expressions in specific terms, 
one runs the risk of falsely generalizing the experience and preferences of a small 
group as the aggregate – thereby completely distorting the representation of an 
entire country, or even continent. 
A central theme in universalizing education in post-independence Sierra 
Leone was thus: to increase development and school enrollment in the hinterland 
so as to close the urban-rural gap, the state progressed in making education more 
relevant to “local” conditions. As argued by James Ferguson, there is no substitute 
to “answering specific, localized, tactical questions” (Ferguson & Lohmann, 
1994, p. 181). That said, how one defines “local” is something that should be 
questioned. A question like “Was the project a success?” should also be appended 
by “for whom?”, before a further analysis “based not on the generic or local, 
macro or micro … but on the changing relationships between them” (Ball, 2006, 
p. 76). The generalization of the “local,” marked by disconnected urban education 
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bureaucrats failing to define the sub-populations they wanted to reach, made the 
road to universal enrollment an unclear and desultory one.   
A final contradiction that may have arisen had the Bunumbu Project not 
been interrupted by the civil war is the competing way in which the project 
simultaneously attempted to “localize” the content of education while 
“developing” rural regions. For example, a new curriculum with a “rural bias” 
was to be created alongside the goal of transforming “rural areas to develop into 
towns that feed the villages with services like transportation, water supply, power, 
health care…” (“The Bunumbu Experience”, 1977, p. viv). On the one hand, the 
project sought to make education “relevant” to the current “traditional” conditions 
of rural areas, but on the other hand, the project sought to use education to launch 
Bunumbu towards a hypothetical “developed” state. The vying forces of planning 
for the future while adapting to the present resulted in a development gridlock, 
where pockets of “progress” may have been achieved, but much less predictably 




Despite the early goal of achieving universal primary education in Sierra 
Leone first by 1980 and then by 1990, the target was not achieved. While primary 
enrollment rates increased over time and even peaked at about 65% in the mid-
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1980s (see blue line in Figure 1), only about half of the primary-age population 
enrolled in primary school by the start of the civil war in 1991.  
While one purpose of universal education is to ostensibly produce social 
mobility and equality, Western schooling has long had the effect of creating social 
classes that had previously not existed. In Francophone Africa for example, a 
class of évolués who had been educated and assimilated into French institutions 
were distinguished from the majority paysans (Cooper, 1997). In the case of 
colonial Sierra Leone, Western education has had the similar unintended outcome 
of stratifying (and re-stratifying) society mainly along ethnic and geographic 
lines. In the late 1800s, early Christian missionaries first targeted Krios in the 
Colony, who later became the educated class often channeled into bureaucratic or 
administrative positions in the Colonial Office. Urban Krios thereby became a 
class differentiated from the rest of society. Then from the early to mid 1900s, due 
to the desire to form economic relations in the Protectorate (Reno, 1995), the 
British opened schools in the hinterland expressly for the predominantly Mende 
sons of Chiefs with whom they can later contract. Society was thus re-stratified so 
that the traditional elite in the interior with privileged ancestral lineage could 
ascend to become cosmopolitan modern elites. In this sense, colonial education 
did blur the lines marking the urban-rural gap, contrary to Mamdani’s (1996) 
analysis of the stark bifurcation of African states along urban and rural lines. That 
said, the majority of the rural population still remained marginalized, with little 
change in who could become “Big Men.”  
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At the turn of independence in 1958, the first national White Paper on 
Educational Development laid out the aims of a fee-free universal primary 
education system: to produce literates, to allow pupils to “enjoy a fuller, happier 
life” so that they may ultimately develop the “social, economic, religious and 
political structure of the territory” (Sierra Leone Government, 1958, p.1-2). 
Influenced by international discourse justifying the need for human capital and 
education as a human right, educational efforts after independence in Sierra Leone 
sought to decrease disparities between the Colony and the Protectorate by 
increasing access to schools particularly in the lagging hinterland. But amidst 
financial constraints and concerns of an overproduction of educated graduates 
competing for limited jobs in urban areas, the state soon expanded its focus from 
educational development to “rural development” at large. In other words, 
education goals no longer concentrated on increasing primary school enrollment 
in the rural Protectorate, but magnified to encompass the greater development of 
the interior. This was concomitant with a shift in national development goals 
evolving to become rural and local development goals. By doing so, it was not 
only hoped that the country as a whole would progress, but it was also hoped that 
the rural to urban migration would abate. Thus, even though education officials 
sought to decrease the social and economic stratification between cities and the 
countryside, this was ironically to be accomplished by reifying the geographic 
division between the two locales.  
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Nor was the divide strictly a geographical distinction; it was one of culture 
as well. As explained by Earl Welker: “When I arrived in Freetown [in 1971] and 
told people I was going to teach in Bunumbu, the almost universal comment was:  
‘Oh you are headed for the real bush’ – meaning I was not only NOT going to be 
in Freetown … but I was going to a VILLAGE.  In addition to geographical 
meaning, it also had a cultural meaning. ‘Bush’ meant not sophisticated, not 
fashionable, not up-to-date, not cognizant of what was really going on in” 
(Personal communication, April 5, 2013). Hence, fundamental to the push to 
universalize education was the rationale of developing the hinterland to be equal 
to, albeit separate, from the cities. Although the urban and rural will always be 
geographically distinct, a truly equal system would allow people to freely move 
between the two, which was not the policy intention of postcolonial education 
bureaucrats. Though this act should not be interpreted as being insidious in nature, 
it seems that another purpose underlying education expansion, besides the explicit 
goals of promoting development and human rights, was the implicit aim of 
“developing the rural areas so as to keep the population in productive rural 
occupations” (Sierra Leone Ministry of Education, 1983, p. 35). 
The Bunumbu Project was a prime example of an attempt to achieve the 
goal of expanding primary schools while developing a rural region for the purpose 
of also stemming the rural to urban migration. That said, oral interview data and 
qualitative reports from the Bunumbu Project demonstrate that “localizing” 
education by making the curricula more “relevant” was a positive step in making 
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government schooling less alienating for many who had never attended school 
before. For a subgroup of Sierra Leoneans, formal education was no longer seen 
as an explicit one-sided act of transmitting Western values and knowledge. There 
is, however, not one reaction as to how “Sierra Leoneans” responded to such state 
efforts, even at the micro-level of Bunumbu. While popularly-used terms like 
“local” and “community” seem to be specific and particularized in nature, they 
are still generalized expressions that mask the heterogeneity inherent in any 
population or sub-population. Ultimately, the twin effects of failing to explicitly 
define such terms while assuming a populace to be homogenous served as 
underlying contributors to why universal primary education was not attained by 
either 1980 or 1990. On the surface, there seemed to be agreement on attaining 
the goal of UPE through adapting education to “local” “communities,” such as 
through the Bunumbu Project. Hidden underneath, however, was an incongruity 
over who these terms referred to, so that to an urban bureaucrat a “rural 
community” might mean the entire chiefdom of Bunumbu, even though such a 
chiefdom is actually composed of the disparate needs and wants of diverse 
subpopulations. I argue that this assumption and lack of specificity played a part 
in stalling the progress of what may have been a successful project overall. Even 
within one rural village or small town, it seems that a multitude of educational 
approaches are needed to truly universalize education.  
That said, although the answer as to how citizens responded to the state’s 
education interventions is that there were many responses, it is still sometimes 
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desirable to infer a generalized effect, especially in the field of policy studies. Did 
the Bunumbu project, for example, affect the overall primary school completion 
rates of residents in the project chiefdoms? Whereas this historical analysis 
reveals the complexity of such a question, it is possible to deduce a general 
response by quantitatively assessing the impact of the Bunumbu project based on 
how the project changed the behavior of those in the region who were exposed to 









THE BUNUMBU PROJECT REVISITED:  




Despite the substantial progress that Sierra Leone has made in reaching 
the goal of Universal Primary Education by 2015, engaging the persistent non-
attenders to close the remaining gap in school enrollment is also perhaps the most 
challenging. As summarized by the Education in Sierra Leone report (World 
Bank, 2007, p. 5):  
Despite great progress made recently in increasing access to 
education, the goal of all children completing primary education is 
still not a reality. About 25–30% of primary-school-aged children 
(more than 240,000) are currently not in school. To achieve the 
international MDG goal for all children to complete a full course 
of primary schooling by 2015, Sierra Leone will need to enroll 
these out-of-school children and then encourage them to stay in 
school until the completion of the cycle.  
 
Even with the adoption of free universal primary education policies, which 
Sierra Leone did in 2001, the residual 30% of the primary-school age population 
who are still out of school (World Bank, 2007) presents the greatest obstacle due 
to the plethora of reasons preventing households from sending their children to 
school. For instance, a national household survey shows that beyond economic 
difficulties, lack of parental value for education, distance to school, school over 
crowdedness, children who are ill or working, and children who are “incapable” 
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or do not like school are all reasons why children do not attend school (ibid, p. 
49). 
Before turning to these present-day constraints in the next part of the 
study, this chapter aims to complete the historical examination of primary 
schooling in Sierra Leone through analyzing a previous attempt at engaging out-
of-school children. Considering that the goal of UPE was not only conceived of 
but also attempted since as far back as the colonial era, surprisingly little is known 
about the effect of past projects at expanding education. Although some historical 
analyses have been done to examine universalizing education in African contexts 
(Somerset, 2009; Zimmerman, 2008), this work is typically qualitative in nature; 
quantitative studies of the impact of specific programs are rare. This chapter 
hopes to address this paucity in the literature by revisiting a historical education 
project – the Bunumbu project – using quantitative analytical methods.  
As introduced in the previous chapter, the Bunumbu project was an 
internationally acclaimed, UNESCO-funded education development program that 
was conducted in the 1970s and 1980s. Influenced by international discourse 
calling for mass schooling, the state instituted universal education policies that 
increasingly focused on “rural” development in “local communities.” The 
Bunumbu Project was a prime example of an attempt to achieve the twin goals of 
mass schooling and rural development. At a time when the national primary 
school enrollment rate was still less than 40% (World Bank, 2013), the Bunumbu 
project represented a novel approach to expand the quantity and quality of 
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education in a rural area of Sierra Leone through three main programmatic 
elements: 1) changing the primary curriculum to make education more “relevant”, 
2) expanding teacher training programs, and 3) transforming primary schools into 
Community Education Centers that would also work to holistically develop local 
communities (UNESCO, 1983). However, despite positive program evaluations 
hailing the successes of the project, a quantitative assessment of the program 
impact has never been conducted. This chapter examines this historical project to 
evaluate the effect of a promising prior reform – one that was to be replicated 
across Sierra Leone before the onslaught of the civil war in 1991. Rather than 
assessing the plethora of current reforms, this study hopes that revisiting a prior 
attempt to engage out-of-school youth in rural areas can better inform 
contemporary policy-making. Moreover, results from this evaluation are 
particularly relevant considering the government’s recent efforts have strayed 
from the Bunumbu Project’s approach of adapting the content of education to 
conform to the lives of those who were to receive the education. Instead, current 
programs rely on changing the beliefs and demands of persistent non-attenders 
through “sensitization” campaigns – a point I return to in the concluding chapter 
of this study. This analysis can therefore aid in considering alternative approaches 
to the programs and policies currently in place.  
Why, however, do I choose to study the Bunumbu Project as opposed to 
the plethora of other interventions that have taken place in the history of Sierra 
Leone? Besides being one of the largest national education programs that also 
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garnered immense international interest in the 1970-80s, a simple probe into 
school enrollment data over time and age cohorts singles out Kailahun, the district 
in which the Bunumbu project piloted, as an interesting case study. First, a look at 
changes in total primary school enrollment over the years shows that a significant 
increase in primary school enrollment rates occurred between 1979 and 1981 
(Figure 5 on page 48). Continuing on to then explore an ArcGIS map (Figure 12) 
showing the percentage of each 5-year age cohort in a chiefdom that completed 
primary school, one can visually see that an area that experienced substantial 
change in the two age cohorts that entered primary school in the 1980s is the 
Kailahun district to the far south east of the country (encircled by the dashed line 
in each panel of the figure). This precisely marks the time and place of the 
Bunumbu Project. Although primary school completion rates seemed to have 
increased greatly across the country, particularly for those who entered school in 
1986-90, one can still observe a concentration of education completion in that 
particular region. This cursory examination into past primary school completion 
rates identifies and justifies the selection of Bunumbu as a potentially significant 
case study to further examine. 
This chapter will proceed by reviewing literature relevant to the history of 
the Bunumbu project, before turning to data and identification strategies. By using 
the 2004 Sierra Leone Census data (Statistics Sierra Leone, 2004) and a 
difference-in-difference strategy to identify the program impact, results suggest a 
statistically significant, positive effect of the Bunumbu project on primary  
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Figure 12. Map representing percent of age cohort in chiefdom that completed primary school  
       Source: Author’s representation using 2004 Sierra Leone Census (Statistics Sierra Leone, 2004)
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completion rates, which should be noted as an outcome measure that is even more 
meaningful than primary enrollment or attendance rates. This is followed by a 
discussion section that includes the limitations of this analysis. The chapter ends 
with the implications of this study. 
 
 
Bunumbu Project Details and History 
In 1974, the Government of Sierra Leone published the Sierra Leone 
National Development Plan 1974/75 − 1978/79, which laid out the plan to (in 
Banya, 1995, p. 128): 
1. Accelerate the expansion of primary education, especially as 
regards teacher education; 
2. Make the content of education in all subsectors more relevant 
to the economic and social needs of the country; and 
3. Raise the level of literacy by the provision of better primary 
and out-of-school children. 
 
These goals were to become the guiding objectives of the Bunumbu project. The 
first pilot phase of the Project ran from 1974-1982, followed by an inter-phase 
from 1983-85 that focused on strategizing the dissemination of the project, with 
the last phase in 1985-1990 consisting of actually expanding and disseminating 
the project.18 The pilot project was administered in 4 out of the total 14 chiefdoms 
of the eastern district of Kailahun in Sierra Leone (see Figure 13).19 The project  
																																																								
18 Due to the civil war, as well as other factors such as a loss of international and state funding, the 
scope of the project waned over time. The project area was coincidentally where the 
Revolutionary United Front (RUF) soldiers first entered Sierra Leone from Liberia in the 
beginning of the civil war in 1991. The Bunumbu Teachers’ College, the main site of the 
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included primary school construction, curricula change, non-formal vocational 
education for adults, and the formation of community development councils. In 
general though, George Moisia, a longtime Bunumbu resident and retired primary 
school teacher who received his Higher Teacher’s Certificate training through the 
Bunumbu Project, explains, “The project was more about to educate the rural 
children that did not get the formal education [sic].”20 This was to be done 
through making the traditional academic curricula more “relevant” to Bunumbu, 
while also involving Bunumbu residents in building and participating in various 
																																																																																																																																																							
Bunumbu project, later became one of the war camps for the RUF. Bunumbu is also only about 15 
miles south of the diamond mines that funded the conflict.  
19 Chiefdoms are an administrative unit larger than villages but smaller than a district.  
20 Interview: George Moisia, March 5, 2014.  
Figure 13. Map of Sierra Leone 
districts. Kailahun shaded in pink. 
Source: http://www.globalmidwives.org 	
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educational programs at schools that were designed to also serve as Community 
Education Centers.  
One might ask why was Bunumbu specifically selected as the site of this 
project. The most obvious answer lies in the history of the area. Thanks to a land 
grant from Paramount Chief Mustapha-Ngebeh I, the Methodist Missionary 
established a Catechist Training Centre in Bunumbu as early as 1924. In 1933, the 
center was then transformed by the Church Missionary Society into a Teachers’ 
Training College replete with a “practicising” primary school, and renamed Union 
College (Eastern Polytechnic Administration, 2013). This early introduction of 
Western schooling in Bunumbu no doubt gives Bunumbu an educational 
advantage that will be taken into consideration when evaluating the impact of the 
project.  
Throughout the 1980s and even early 1990s, the Bunumbu project was 
widely hailed by educators and those in the international development field as a 
successful model of a non-formal and rural education program. Project 
evaluations show that twenty schools were constructed, and that student 
enrollment rose from 3,668 in 1973-74 to 6,414 in 1982-83 (Banya, 1989, p. 116). 
Pass rates on the national common entrance exam – a test administered at the end 
of primary school – also increased from 68% to 78% (ibid, p. 115), though the 
composition of the constituency taking the exam presumably also changed during 
this time.  
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Despite the overall positive assessment of the project by UNESCO in 
1983, it was also noted by Dr. Banya, who wrote a dissertation in 1986 evaluating 
the project, that “it is difficult to discuss the impact of the project on the 
community without a socioeconomic survey of Bunumbu” (Banya, 1986, p. 182). 
Furthermore, George Moisia points out the potentially negative effects of the 
project as well (Personal communication, March 5, 2014): 
This was the era when the dropouts started. The students dropouts 
[sic] started because these children had been living in their small 
small villages. Their lifestyles in their villages were simple. But 
when they were introduced to let’s say, bigger towns like 
Bunumbu or Segbwema, they copied the attitudes of their 
companions living in those areas…Like dancing. People from the 
villages copied this idea. They were taking musical sets to their 
villages and the whole night they were dancing to this music. 
Which had not been their behavior before. So from there, they 
started to disobey their parents…[Some parents] welcomed the 
idea because they thought their children were getting quality, good 
education in Bunumbu. Because some did not move from their 
villages to here. Whatever their children told them they welcomed 
it. They did not see...that it was a bad influence. 
 
Despite historical reports affirming the overwhelming success of the project, this 
study attempts to reopen the question of the project’s overall impact and reconcile 




This study uses the 2004 Sierra Leone Census (Statistics Sierra Leone, 
2004), with the treatment assignment being based on a variable that asks 
individuals where they resided in 1990. This date is critical as it also 
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approximates the time of the end of the Bunumbu Project.21  This variable 
assumes that there was little mobility between when the project ended in the late 
1980s and 1990; however a check for mobility shows very little movement of 
people from where they were born, versus where they resided in 1990, and even 
where they currently resided in 2004 at the time when the Census was taken. For 
example, out of 2,978 people in the Bunumbu project treatment group, everyone 
was born in the project area.22 The sample was thus narrowed down to individuals 
who in 1990 resided in the Kailahun district in which Bunumbu is located. 
Individuals whose age was either missing or under 24 years of age were excluded 
from the sample, on the grounds that those who were 24 at the time of the 2004 
Census would have been born in 1980 and would not have had enough time to 
finish primary school before the start of the civil war in 1991.  
From this sample, individuals who stated their 1990 residence as one of 
the four chiefdoms where the pilot of the Bunumbu project was implemented – 
Kpeje West (Bunumbu), Kpeje Bongre, Yawei and Njaluahun – were assigned to 
be in the “treatment” group as they were the areas exposed to the program (see 
solid red outline in Figure 14). Rather than defining the control group as everyone 
else from the other 10 chiefdoms in Kailahun, only 6 of the 10 chiefdoms were 
																																																								
21 Although the pilot of the Bunumbu Project ended in 1983, the project still continued throughout 
the 1980s though with less support from the international community. It thus seems reasonable to 
use an indicator of an individual’s 1990 residence to discern whether or not he/she was exposed to 
the Bunumbu Project based on residing in a chiefdom where the pilot project was conducted.  
22 There are, however, 157 people who were not in the Bunumbu area in 1990 but were born there. 
This is not too much of a concern however because, assuming the Bunumbu project has a positive 
effect, the fact that people who were potentially “treated” are erroneously coded into the control 
group would only underestimate the treatment effect. 
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considered as “controls” (see dashed blue outline in Figure 14). The 4 chiefdoms 
of Luawa, Kissi Tongi, Kissi Kama, and Kissi Teng were not considered for the 




where the district headquarter is) and are the chiefdoms farthest from Bunumbu, 
which would result in more geographical, cultural and other “unobservable” 
differences. This ultimately created a treatment group of n=3,463, in comparison 
with a control group of n=4,960. 
Summary statistics (see Table 1) show that while there is no statistically 
significant difference between the two groups in terms of gender, there are 
significant differences in ethnicity at the 5% alpha level. Specifically, in  
Figure 14. Map of chiefdoms in Kailahun district 
Source Wikipedia: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Sierra-
Leone-Kailahun-District-chiefdoms.png 	
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Table 1. Summary statistics comparing individuals who were and were not 








Male 0.46 0.44 0.02 0.01 
Mende 0.87 0.92 -0.05** 0.01 
Kissi 0.04 0.01 0.03** 0.00 
Muslim 0.83 0.71 0.12** 0.01 
Christian 0.16 0.28 -0.12** 0.01 
Other religion 0.01 0.01 0.01** 0.00 
Completed primary 0.19 0.23 -0.04** 0.01 
Completed JSS 0.08 0.12 -0.03** 0.01 
Completed secondary 0.02 0.04 -0.02** 0.00 
Literate 0.23 0.28 -0.05** 0.01 
Speaks English 0.02 0.03 -0.01** 0.00 
Age 41.69 41.90 -0.21 0.35 
Unemployed 0.02 0.01 0.01 0.00 
Service worker 0.06 0.08 -0.03** 0.01 
Agriculture worker 0.53 0.38 0.15** 0.01 
N 4960 3463     
Note: n = 4,960 for the control “No Bunumbu project” group except for: 1) completion of primary, 
JSS, and secondary where n = 4,896. n = 3,463 for the treatment “Bunumbu project” group except 
for 1) completion of primary, JSS, and secondary where n = 3,422. 
 
 
comparison with the control group, the Bunumbu treatment group has more 
Mendes (the dominant ethnicity in the district of Kailahun) and Christians, as 
opposed to Kissis and Muslims. The treatment group also has considerably higher 
rates of completing primary school, being literate, and being agricultural workers 
than the control group – statistically significant at the 5% level. 
Looking again at the map depicting primary completion by age cohorts 
(Figure 12), we see the gradual increase in completing primary school over time 
(with time being represented by age cohorts), as increasing proportions of 
younger cohorts finished primary school all across the country. A closer 
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examination of the southeastern Kailahun district on the map shows that the 
chiefdom of Bunumbu had higher primary school completion rates (over 29%) 
than all the chiefdoms surrounding it for as early as the 45 to 49 year old cohort 
who would have begun primary school in 1961-65. Perhaps because of the early 
introduction of Western education in Bunumbu, primary completion rates in the 
chiefdom was already among the highest in the nation at the time of 
independence, which may influence program effects in that residents might 
receive the program more positively than other areas experiencing less contact 
with Western culture. Over time however, and particularly with the cohort 
entering primary school in 1976-80, primary school completion rates increased in 
two of the three other chiefdoms that were part of the Bunumbu pilot project.  
This provides an initial sense that the Bunumbu project may have indeed had a 





The objective of this study is to estimate the effect of the Bunumbu 
Project on life outcomes such as primary completion rates in 2004. Did the project 
produce the positive impacts that were reported in qualitative evaluations? An 
impact analysis, however, is complicated by the fact that participation was not 
randomly assigned, and that the intervention took place many years ago. Despite 
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the absence of such a randomized study and panel data of outcomes, there are still 
possible strategies to measure the effect of the program, although these require 
various sets of assumptions.  
One approach would be to compare mean outcomes for the Bunumbu 
Project area before and after the project occurred. The difference in outcomes, 
however, could be a result of many factors besides the Bunumbu Project. Another 
approach would be to compare mean outcomes after the Bunumbu Project 
occurred for areas affected by the project with mean outcomes for areas 
unaffected by the project. The problem here, though, is that there are vast 
differences between the two project areas, such as the establishment of a 
missionary church and school in Bunumbu that led to the earlier introduction of 
Western education in the region, which would be confounded with the effect of 
the Bunumbu Project. 
This chapter uses a “difference in difference” (DID) strategy that 
combines the two approaches to estimate the counterfactual of what would have 
happened in the Bunumbu Project area absent the implementation of the program. 
A DID regression essentially identifies and compares the experience of a 
treatment versus control group. Specifically, this approach considers the 
Bunumbu project as a “natural experiment” that differentially exposes residents to 
an education program along two dimensions: 1) geographically, where people 
living in the project area conceivably have higher education attainment rates than 
those living outside of the project area, and 2) temporally, where older individuals 
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would not have had access to the new primary schools and curricular materials 
that came along with the project.23 The DID model thus makes use of outcomes 
for four groups of individuals: 
1. Residents of Bunumbu who were eligible to be exposed to the program 
(the treatment group) 
2. Residents of Bunumbu who were too old to have been exposed to the 
program 
3. Residents of neighboring chiefdoms who are the same age as the treatment 
group (and thus would have been exposed had the program been offered 
where they lived) 
4. Residents of neighboring chiefdoms who are older than the treatment 
group (and thus would not have been exposed even if it had been offered 
where they lived) 
DID thus evaluates the treatment effect through the following estimator: ! = #$%& − #$%( − (#*%& − #*%() (1) 
where ! represents the estimate of the treatment effect; #$ represents the mean 
outcome in the Bunumbu Project treatment area while #* represents the mean 
outcome for the neighboring control area; and ,$ represents the age cohorts of 
appropriate age to receive the project benefits while ,* represents the age cohorts 
who are too old to have received the project benefits.  
																																																								
23 By using age, this model slightly departs from traditional DID analyses that uses panel data to 
compare outcomes between the treatment and control group across time, where the year a policy or 
program came into effect is represented as a dummy variable that denotes pre- and post-program.  
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The first difference within the parentheses subtracts the change in 
outcomes across age cohorts for the treatment and control area respectively. The 
hope is that this “first difference” eliminates dissimilarities across age cohorts, 
such as higher levels of education and job opportunities among younger cohorts, 
which affect all individuals regardless of location. In some ways, this can be 
viewed as an attempt to eliminate the “generation” effect. The second difference 
of the two parenthetical terms subtracts the difference in outcomes between the 
treatment and control area. This in theory eliminates geographic variations that 
remain constant across age cohorts, for instance if education on the whole is better 
in the Bunumbu area regardless of age. This would address the fact that Bunumbu 
may have longstanding cultural differences in their “taste” for education 
stemming from the introduction of early Western schooling through the 
missionary church. 
 The double-differencing thus nets out both the cohort and location effects, 
thereby leaving the average treatment effect not of the project per se, but of 
exposure to the project. Formally, the DID estimating equation can also be 
rewritten as the following regression equation: 
Yi = β0 + β1 (bunumbuprojecti) + β2 (age25to34i) + ! (bunumbuprojecti * age25to34i) + β3 X’i + -.      (2) 
where Y represents different binary life outcomes for individual i including 
completing primary and secondary school, being literate, speaking English, being 
 	 94 
unemployed, and being an agricultural vs. service worker;24 bunumbuprojecti is a 
dummy variable that equals 1 if the individual resided in 1990 in one of the 4 
chiefdoms (Kpeje Bongre, Kpeje West, Njaluahun or Yawei) affected by the 
Bunumbu project (and would equal 0 if the individual in 1990 resided in one of 
the 6 neighboring chiefdoms not affected by the project); age25to34i is a dummy 
variable that equals 1 for those who are between 25 and 34 years of age (and 
would equal 0 if the individual is 35 years or older); and X’ is a vector of time-
invariant pre-treatment covariates including gender, ethnicity (Mende and Kissi, 
the two dominant ethnic groups in Kailahun), and religion. This vector of 
covariates were specifically selected because they do not change over the duration 
of before and after the project, so as to avoid including covariates that were 
measured after the project took place.25 It is further reasoned that those between 
25 and 34 years of age (i.e. those who were born in 1970 and after) comprise the 
group who would have been of primary-school entering age26 in 1975 the year 
after the pilot project began, and would thereby be the age cohort most affected 
by the project. 
In this model, β0 is the intercept that represents the average primary 
completion rate for individuals who are 35 or above and not from the Bunumbu 
project area. β1 captures the average difference in primary completion rates 																																																								
24 For simplicity, primary completion rates will be referred to as the main life outcome of interest 
in the following exposition on strategy and limitations.  
25 For example, a covariate for urban vs. rural status was opted against, since it would it would 
have been a post-treatment control. 
26 This assumes that children begin primary school at the age of 5, as reported by UNESCO 
(UNESCO, 1975, p.2).  
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between 25 to 34 year olds and those above 35 years for everyone in both the 
treatment and control chiefdoms; in the absence of a time indicator that measures 
pre and post treatment, this age cohort variable serves as a similar substitute. β2 
measures the average difference in primary completion rates between being from 
and not being from the Bunumbu area, regardless of age. Lastly, ! is the estimated 
coefficient of interest that captures the average treatment effect of exposure to the 
project. Specifically, !  measures the difference in the change in mean primary 
completion rates between those under and over 35 years old residing in chiefdoms 
exposed to the Bunumbu project, relative to individuals in chiefdoms not exposed 
to the project.  
 
Assumptions 
Though better than a simple regression of life outcomes on Bunumbu, the 
DID identification strategy is not free from pitfalls. The main concern is that the 
model potentially suffers from a violation of assumptions. Besides the possibility 
of interference where the individuals in the control group were somehow also 
exposed to the project, there are the assumptions that one person’s treatment 
cannot affect another person’s outcome and that everyone is receiving the same 
version of the treatment (also known as the stable unit treatment value assumption 
or SUTVA). Another key assumption of the model is that the primary completion 
rate of individuals who were and were not exposed to the project did not change 
at different rates for other reasons besides the Bunumbu project. In other words, it 
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is assumed the change in mean outcomes that the control chiefdoms’ experiences 
across age cohorts reflects the same change that the treatment chiefdoms would 
have experienced had they not been exposed to the Bunumbu Project. If such 
common trends in the outcome variables do exist, the model captures the 
counterfactual outcome for what would have happened to those between the age 
of 25 and 35 from the Bunumbu project area had they not been exposed to the 
program.27  
A different explanation of this assumption is to remember that the DID 
model (equation (2)) supposes that the difference in primary completion rates 
between those under and over 35 years old in the 6 control chiefdoms represents 
the change that would have been observed in the Bunumbu project area, had these 
pilot areas not received the project. We are thus presuming that the control 
chiefdoms serve as appropriate counterfactuals for the Bunumbu pilot project 
area. This assumption has two major ramifications. First of all, the DID model 
controls for any time- (or age- in this case) invariant unobservable differences 
between the Bunumbu project area and the control chiefdoms that affect primary 
school completion, but not for any regional differences that is age-specific. For 
instance, the fact that individuals from Bunumbu have a stronger historical “taste” 
for Western schooling would be accounted for, but if educational trends in either 
Bunumbu or the control chiefdoms were to vary differentially across age cohorts 																																																								
27 Although inconsistent standard errors due to serial correlation (i.e. error terms that are correlated 
within each person) is often a concern with DID models (Bertrand, Duflo & Sendhil, 2004), this 
study does not use a repeated cross section where individuals are observed in two or more time 
periods. 
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(e.g. an external event like the sudden installment of a new Paramount chief in the 
control area who institutes a law to send overage children to primary school), 
results from this model would be compromised.  
Secondly, the DID model controls for any events that may have affected 
primary school completion rates differently for those over versus under 35 years 
old, but only if these events homogenously affected all geographic regions. The 
model does not control for age differences that is region-specific. For example, 
this strategy would not take into account an occurrence of a disease that may have 
affected potential project recipients (i.e. the under 35 years old age cohorts) only 
in the control area and not the project area. That said, the fact that Western 
schooling was perhaps becoming more popular for everyone under 35 years old in 
both the treatment and control group would be accounted for.  
Finally, this study also assumes the correct form of the model is being 
specified. Moreover, the model assumes conditional ignorability – that 
assignment to the treatment is independent of the outcomes given the covariates 
of gender, ethnicity, and religion included in the model. Put differently, the model 
assumes that being exposed (or not) to the Bunumbu project is not correlated with 
unobservable characteristics among chiefdoms that affect primary completion 
rates (or other life outcomes). Such an omission of other variables would create a 
biased estimate of the program’s impact. This would be a concern if chiefdoms 
self-selected into the Bunumbu project for reasons that are not randomly 
determined. For instance, it is likely that the chiefdoms selected for the pilot 
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project had more entrepreneurial and well-connected chiefs, in which case the 
estimate of the effect of exposure to the Bunumbu project on primary completion 
rates should also be attributed to the entrepreneurial chiefs. However, as discussed 
in the previous chapter, a look into the history of the project shows that the 
implementation of and participation in the project depended heavily on Principal 
F.S. Ngegba, who in 1971 became the College’s first African principal (Banya, 
1995). Ngegba was said to have been a politically ambitious man who brought not 
only self-motivation but also his wealth of contacts from the Ministry of 
Education and UNESCO to the project. Although Ngegba’s presence might lead 
one to believe the effect of the project would be overestimated due to the potential 
self-selection of chiefdoms into the project, an interview with Earl Welker – a 
former Geography Lecturer who then became Acting Principal of Bunumbu 
Teacher’s College after the departure of Principal Ngegba – reveals that the 
twenty pilot schools were randomly chosen so long as they satisfied the criteria of 
being located within a twenty mile radius of Bunumbu (Personal communication, 
April 5, 2013). Nonetheless, these potential drawbacks will be further discussed in 




 To first check if the evolution in primary school completion would have 
been similar across the treatment and control groups during the time the program 
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was implemented (Angrist & Krueger, 1999), the top panel of Figure 15 shows 
that long-run trends in primary completion rates, as a proportion of the age cohort 
who completed primary school in a chiefdom, were similar between the Bunumbu 
Project area and the control area prior to the implementation of the project. Left 
of the first dotted line are those under 35 years old who would have been affected 
by the project, while those left of the second dotted line represents the age cohorts  
who would have been affected by the opening of the Bunumbu Practicising 
Primary School by the Church Missionary Society in 1933. While primary 
completion rates are generally higher in the Bunumbu project area than the 
control area since the opening of the Practising Primary School, this rate increases 
slightly and plateaus for individuals under 35 years old in the Bunumbu Project 
area, as compared to a plateau and decrease for individuals in the control areas. 
The bottom panel decomposes the effect by the four chiefdoms in the project area, 
revealing that most of the Bunumbu project effect seems to come from the two 
chiefdoms of Kpeje West (which is the official name for Bunumbu where the 
Teachers’ College and project was based) and Njaluahun. In fact, examining the 
trend of only Kpeje West (orange line) shows that primary completion rates had 
long been plateauing, until the implementation of the project led to an increase in 
completion rates from about 30% to 35%.  
Table 2 reports results from the DID model; the Bunumbu Project effect is 
represented by the coefficient on the variable Bunumbu project and below thirty  
 




Source: Author’s representation using 2004 Sierra Leone Census 
Data. The first (left) vertical line represents when the Bunumbu 
Project started in 1974, which in 2004 at the time the census data was 
taken, corresponds to those below 35 years of age (assuming children 
start school at age 5). The second (right) vertical line represents when 
the first Bunumbu Primary school was established in 1933, which in 
2004 corresponds to those 65 years of age. The top panel depicts 
results aggregated across all chiefdoms in treatment and control 
groups. The bottom panel decomposes results by the 4 chiefdoms in 
the treatment group.  
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five. Without controlling for any covariates, results in the first column show a 
positive effect of exposure to the Bunumbu project on primary school completion 
rates.28 Specifically, the difference in average primary completion rates between 
those under and over 35 years of age is 3.8 percentage points higher in the  
Bunumbu project chiefdoms than the control chiefdoms. In other words, the 
relative gain in primary completion rates between those under and over 35 is 3.8 
percentage points higher in the Bunumbu treatment area than the neighboring 
comparison area. This effect is statistically significant at the 5% level (t=2.08). 
Inclusion of covariates for gender, ethnicity and religion (column 2) does not 
change the size or significance of the coefficient.29 Since individuals under 35 
(i.e. those who entered primary school between 1976 and 1985 at the time when 
the Bunumbu Project was at its operational peak) form the group most likely to be 
affected by the project, a greater increase in primary completion rates for this 
group indicates one positive effect of the program. Moreover, a graphical 
depiction of primary completion rates shows the change in primary completion 
rates between those over and under 35 to be greater in the Bunumbu project area 
than the neighboring chiefdoms not exposed to the project (see Figure 16).  
 
 																																																								
28 Results are based on a complete case analysis. For the estimation of primary school completion 
rates, this amounted to a loss of 105 observations (out of n=8,423). Because of the low missing 
data rate, multiple imputation or other procedures to handle missing data were not performed.  
29 Interestingly, Mendes and Kissis (the two dominant ethnicities in Kailahun district) have lower 
average primary completion rates than the aggregation of other ethnicities like Temnes, Konos, 
Krios and Fullahs. Christians have a much higher and statistically significant average of 
completing primary school than Muslims; this however, is not surprising being that Western 
schooling had its roots in Christian missionary schools. 
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Table 2. Effect of Exposure to Bunumbu Project on Various Life Outcomes using DID approach 
 
Outcome variables Primary Primary JSS Secondary Literacy English Ag. worker Svc. Worker Unemployment 
Bunumbu project and 
below thirty five 
.038 0.038 0.017 -0.002 0.018 0.001 -0.007 0.004 0.005 
 (0.019)* (0.018)* (0.014) (0.007) (0.019) (0.007) (0.022) (0.012) (0.005) 
Bunumbu project .0234 -0.0021 0.0074 0.0088 0.0239 -0.0046 -0.1409 0.0252 -0.0091 
 (.011)* (0.0105) (0.0080) (0.0051) (0.0113)* (0.0046) (0.0140)** (0.0072)** (0.0030)** 
Below thirty five .043 0.048 0.006 -0.011 0.074 -0.006 -0.058 0.016 0.006 
 (.012)** (0.011)** (0.008) (0.004)** (0.012)** (0.004) (0.014)** (0.007)* (0.004) 
Male  0.197 0.112 0.035 0.229 0.031 0.081 -0.015 0.013 
  (0.009)** (0.007)** (0.004)** (0.009)** (0.004)** (0.011)** (0.005)** (0.003)** 
Mende  -0.027 -0.024 0.018 -0.034 -0.009 0.187 -0.083 -0.009 
  (0.016) (0.013) (0.005)** (0.017)* (0.007) (0.018)** (0.013)** (0.006) 
Kissi  -0.103 -0.104 -0.013 -0.110 -0.022 0.173 -0.064 -0.009 
  (0.033)** (0.023)** (0.012) (0.033)** (0.015) (0.037)** (0.023)** (0.011) 
Christian  0.235 0.148 0.068 0.200 0.050 -0.078 0.014 0.007 
  (0.013)** (0.011)** (0.007)** (0.013)** (0.006)** (0.014)** (0.008) (0.004) 
Other religion  0.057 0.024 0.011 0.005 0.007 -0.087 0.028 -0.003 
  (0.041) (0.030) (0.016) (0.042) (0.016) (0.052) (0.031) (0.011) 
Intercept 0.174 0.071 0.031 -0.018 0.100 0.013 0.361 0.130 0.016 
 (0.007)** (0.017)** (0.013)* (0.006)** (0.018)** (0.007) (0.020)** (0.014)** (0.006)** 
R2 0.01 0.13 0.08 0.05 0.12 0.03 0.05 0.01 0.01 
N 8,318 8,318 8,318 8,318 8,423 8,423 8,423 8,423 8,423 
Note: * p<0.05; ** p<0.01. Robust standard errors in parentheses. Estimated impact of exposure to the Bunumbu project is represented in the first row by the 
coefficient of “Bunumbu project and below thirty five.” 
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Source: Author’s representation using results from specification 2 in Table 2,  
which includes covariates for ethnicity and religion. 
 
Figure 16. Effect of being exposed to Bunumbu Project for those over vs. under 
35 years old 
 
Individuals exposed to the Bunumbu project also experienced a relative 
gain of 1.7 percentage points in their likelihood of completing junior secondary 
school, although this effect is no longer statistically significant. Similarly, 
exposure to the Bunumbu project seems to have a slightly positive but 
insignificant effect on literacy, and contradictory to what one would expect, on 
being unemployed, though this too is statistically insignificant.  Summary 
statistics (Table 1) show that the Bunumbu treatment group had statistically 
significantly lower rates of being agricultural workers than the control group, and 
the DID results here corroborate this fact in that the Bunumbu Project may have 
had the small effect of moving individuals into service as opposed to agricultural 
work.30 This is exemplified by the positive coefficient on the service work 
																																																								
30 Descriptive analysis shows that all age cohorts above 35 years old in the Bunumbu project area 
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variable, which contrasts with the negative coefficient on agricultural work, 
notwithstanding the fact that both approximate zero and are therefore practically 
(as well as statistically) insignificant. Nevertheless, if that is the case, the 
Bunumbu Project may have engendered an attitudinal shift in occupations away 
from traditional farming into the service sector. This would be in consonance with 
the non-formal educational goals of the Bunumbu project to provide alternative 




Given that the main outcomes of the Bunumbu project based on 
qualitative reports was the construction of 20 primary schools in the 4 chiefdoms 
and a curricula overhaul, it seems plausible that there is in the least a positive 
association of the Bunumbu project and primary school completion rates. 
Qualitative interview data from the project reports showed headmasters providing 
positive feedback that the program improved test scores on the national common 
entrance exam given at the end of primary school. As one headmaster said in an 
interview: “ ‘The Bunumbu materials have definitely helped improve our 
common entrance results...More of my pupils are now going to various secondary 
schools all over the country’ (Headmaster) Ngolahun Methodist. [16]” (Banya, 
1986, p. 183). Results from this study seem to confirm that view, though it is not 																																																																																																																																																							
37% of 25-29 and 30-34 year olds respectively. Similarly, 9% or less of older age cohorts in the 
Bunumbu project area are in service work, as opposed to almost 11% for 30-34 year olds. 
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possible to disentangle whether the positive effect on primary school completion 
was a product of increased access to primary schools, or the secondary project 
goal of changing the curricular content to make it more relevant to “local” wants 
and needs. The fact that results are not statistically significant for Junior 
Secondary School and Secondary School completion rates makes sense in that the 
Bunumbu Project aimed only to expand primary education.   
In terms of the third project goal of raising the literacy level, this analysis 
shows a positive but statistically insignificant effect. Though not an explicit 
project goal, qualitative evaluations also report the project sought to transform the 
new primary schools into community education centers that provided workshops 
on nutrition, blacksmithing, weaving, etc. (Banya, 1986). Results suggest that, in 
an area where subsistence farming dominates the local economy, it is possible that 
exposure to such non-formal education may have had the consequence of moving 
individuals out of agricultural work. 
Putting the Bunumbu Project’s estimate of a 3.8 percentage point increase 
in primary completion rates into the context of other evaluations that have 
impacted school participation (as opposed to education achievement as measured 
by test scores) might make the program effect seem paltry. For example, the 
famous PROGRESA conditional cash transfer program in Mexico increased 
enrollment by a similar 3.4 to 3.6 percentage points (Schultz, 2004). Smaller-scale 
interventions have attained even greater impact. Miguel and Kremer’s (2004) 
study on deworming in Kenya increased primary school attendance by at least 7 
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percentage points. The BRIGHT school construction project in Burkina Faso 
increased enrollment by 19 percentage points (Kazianga, Levy, Linden & Sloan, 
2013).  Even a simple information campaign for students in Madagascar – a brief 
and far less costly intervention than the Bunumbu Project – increased average 
attendance by 3.5 percentage points. Comparatively, the Bunumbu Project might 
therefore seem like a much less attractive intervention investment, especially 
considering the enormous amount of physical and human input that was poured in 
to make the project a success.  
However, the Bunumbu Project’s impact was a 3.8 percentage point 
increase in primary school completion, not just attendance or even enrollment. 
Few studies have yet to test an intervention against the outcome of school 
completion, which can be argued to be the ultimate outcome of interest as it 
extends beyond the stage of initial enrollment or provisional attendance. One 
study that comes close to measuring impact on school completion found that 
providing students with information on later earnings increased school completion 
by 0.18 years over the next four years (Jensen, 2010). However, this study was 
targeted at increasing school completion rates for students who were already in 
school – not in engaging students who were completely out of the school system, 
as the Bunumbu Project did. Against these considerations, the Bunumbu Project – 
along with its main tenets of engaging local community members and adapting 
the content of education to meet the needs of these community members – seemed 
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to be a successful and worthwhile endeavor, particularly in its ability to influence 
the outcome of not just enrollment or attendance but primary school completion.    
 
Limitations of the Study 
Despite the results suggesting a small but positive effect of the Bunumbu 
project on primary completion rates, this finding does not come without 
limitations. Namely, estimates from this study may be biased because of variables 
that were omitted due to the lack of individual level data. Ideally, this study would 
have included variables such as the socioeconomic background, 
entrepreneurialism or “Westernization” of individuals – which are all related to 
both participation in the Bunumbu project (since the entrepreneurial or 
Westernized individuals are more likely to have participated), as well as life 
outcomes such as primary school completion. Assuming the project impact 
estimate is positive, the omission of these variables would have led to an 
overestimate of the effect of the project.  
Another weakness of this study lies in its coarse definition of the treatment 
– one that conflates people who are only exposed to the project with those that 
actually participated in it. Put differently, the study treats everyone in the four 
pilot areas as being affected by the program, when in fact this is probably not true. 
Results therefore only measure exposure to the program, which presumably is a 
diluted estimate of the true effect of the project. Assuming that people residing in 
the Bunumbu area who did not have the treatment had a lower primary 
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completion rate than those who did, results from this study would actually be 
underestimated. This does not seem to be a farfetched assumption since a primary 
purpose of the Bunumbu project was to engage people from local communities in 
attending and completing primary school in order to address the low educational 
attainment of the area. It is thus plausible that these two effects, the omitted 
variable bias and the coarse treatment definition, may cancel each other out.  
Other limitations to the study, which was previously discussed in the 
assumptions section (see page 94), stem from the application of a DID approach 
to estimating program impact. This strategy assumes that the difference in 
primary completion rates between those under and over 35 years old in the 6 
control chiefdoms represents the change that would have been observed in the 
Bunumbu project area, had these pilot areas not received the project. Although the 
model controls for any unobservable cohort-invariant characteristics that 
differentially affect primary completion rates in the treatment versus control 
areas, it is not able to control for any geographic differences that do change across 
age cohorts (and relate to the life outcome in question). Thus, even though major 
cultural differences across chiefdoms – such as ethnic or religious makeup that 
may contribute to differences in primary completion rates – would be controlled 
for, the model still assumes that these geographic differences are fixed over age 
cohorts. Accordingly, if a local Paramount chief suddenly instituted a community-
level change that differentially affected younger age cohorts, this would not be 
accounted for.  
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 Similarly, the DID model also controls for widespread exogenous 
“shocks” that would have differentially affected education attainment for those 
under versus over 35 years old, but these events must have been common to all 
areas. For instance, a change in national policies would be controlled for, whereas 
a “shock” that only affects either the control or treatment chiefdoms (but not the 
other) would not. In other words, the model assumes that age cohort differences 
are fixed across geographic areas. This assumption of parallel trends is a strong 
one since it is possible that there may easily have been community level changes 
dictated by a local Paramount chief that would have differentially affected only 
either the Bunumbu project area or the control chiefdoms.  
That said, Acemoglu, Reed and Robinson’s (2013) study on chiefs in 
Sierra Leone attest to the resiliency to change that ruling families in local 
chiefdoms have, especially since the beginning of the 20th century. The lack of 
variation and turnover in local leadership, in conjunction with the fact that this 
study is of ten rural chiefdoms that are predominantly comprised of slow-
changing traditional subsistence farming communities, lends strength to the belief 
that there is an overall sense of consistency in the passage of time, at least during 
the project period in question. The close proximity of these bordering chiefdoms, 
which at its farthest spans about 125 miles, also mitigates concerns of any 
differential geographic changes such as natural disasters or disease. Furthermore, 
both education and the economy in Sierra Leone were centralized in the hands of 
the state in 1972 after the dissolution of local councils. This implies that any 
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major educational or economic change would have been instituted as a national 
policy, which would in turn affect all areas. It is only in recent years that central 
government services are decentralizing decisions to local authorities (World 
Bank, 2007). 
A final concern is the fact that the four pilot chiefdoms would have been 
on a different path towards educational attainment or other life outcomes. 
Although Bunumbu may be considered an outlier of sorts due to its early adoption 
of Western schooling and ideas, a hypothesis test of individuals 35 years old and 
above (who theoretically represent the trajectory before the Bunumbu project was 
introduced) shows that there is no statistically significant difference in average 
primary completion rates between the three chiefdoms (excluding Bunumbu) in 
which the project was piloted and the other chiefdoms that form the control group 
(see Table 3).31 Moreover, rerunning the DID model with only these three pilot  
chiefdoms (of Kpeje Bongre, Njaluahun and Yawei) that look more similar to the 
control chiefdoms shows an even stronger (and statistically significant) positive 
effect of exposure to the project on primary school completion rates (see Table 4). 
There is thus little reason to believe that the three pilot chiefdoms of Njaluahun, 
Yawei and Kpeje Bongre would have been on a different developmental path than 
the control group. In terms of concern of Bunumbu being on a different path, DID 
 																																																								
31 This is in contrast to the original summary statistics that included Bunumbu and all age cohorts, 
which showed that treatment chiefdoms have a statistically significant 3 percent higher rate of 
completing primary school. Summary statistics including Bunumbu and only individuals over 35 
years old shows a 2.34 percentage point difference in average primary completion rates between 
control and treatment groups for (t=-2.12). 
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Table 3. Summary statistics comparing individuals 35 years old and over in 










Completed primary 0.1741 0.1806 -0.0065 0.0115 
Completed JSS 0.0823 0.0929 -0.0105 0.0085 
Completed secondary 0.0236 0.0290 -0.0054 0.0048 
Literate 0.2065 0.2335 -0.0270* 0.0124 
Speaks English 0.0268 0.0258 -0.0010 0.0048 
Unemployed 0.0151 0.0069 0.0081* 0.0033 
Service worker 0.0524 0.0746 -0.0221** 0.0071 
Agriculture worker 0.5542 0.3890 0.1652** 0.0148 
N 3055 1743     
Note: * p<0.05; ** p<0.01. n=3,055 for the control chiefdoms except for: 1) completion of 
primary, JSS, and secondary where n=3,010. n=1,743 for the pilot chiefdoms except for 1) 




Table 4. DID regressions of primary school completion on exposure to Bunumbu 
project for only Yawei, Njaluahun and Kpeje Bongre (excluding Bunumbu) 
 
(Dependent variable: primary =1 if completed primary school, primary = 0 if did not) 
 
Variables (primary) (primary) 
pilot_belowthirtyfive 0.043 0.043 
 (0.020)* (0.019)* 
pilot 0.00652 -0.01798 
 (0.01157) (0.01094) 
belowthirtyfive 0.043 0.048 
 (0.012)** (0.011)** 
male  0.196 
  (0.009)** 
mende  -0.024 
  (0.017) 
kissi  -0.101 
  (0.033)** 
christian  0.229 
  (0.013)** 
otherreligion  0.066 
  (0.043) 
_cons 0.174 0.070 
 (0.007)** (0.017)** 
R2 0.01 0.12 
N 7,686 7,686 
Note: * p<0.05; ** p<0.01 Robust standard errors in parentheses. 
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results showed that average primary completion rates for individuals older than 35 
were actually slightly lower in the chiefdoms exposed to the Bunumbu project 
than those who were not (see Figure 16). Thus, even if the treatment group was on 
a different path, results suggest that they were perhaps on a path towards lower 
educational achievement, which would only imply an underestimation of results. 
Lastly, this study is not able to discern how cost-effective the million-
dollar project was, or which elements of the comprehensive Bunumbu Project led 
to its effectiveness. Was it simply the fact that more schools were built, or was it 
because the curriculum was changed? Alternatively, the success may also have 
originated not from the direct project objectives, but from the project’s 
implementation strategy to involve community members from the project area. As 
George Moisia again explains, the main ideas were “from the local people 
because they [the project workers] were asking for some of the skills people had 
... So local people were invited and involved.” Not only did the project rely on the 
skills of local residents to implement the project, but in so doing, residents also 
participated in some of the project planning and design. Which mechanisms, 
however, mediated the program effect is still unknown. Furthermore, the fact that 
the project seemed to have a larger effect in the Kpeje West and Njaluahun 
chiefdoms than the Kpeje Bongre and Yawei chiefdoms signify that there was 
perhaps variation in implementation that resulted in uneven program effects that 
cannot be further examined through this analysis.  
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Conclusion 
Rather than evaluating current programs to expand primary schooling in 
Sierra Leone, this chapter takes a step back to assess the push for universal 
education from a historical perspective so as to better contextualize contemporary 
education programs. With the approaching expiration of the MDG of achieving 
UPE, this chapter aimed to revisit the past to evaluate the program effect of the 
historical Bunumbu Project on primary completion rates (as well as other life 
outcomes) in Sierra Leone. Using a quasi-experimental DID strategy and national 
census data, this analysis represents the most rigorous attempt at obtaining a 
causal impact estimate given the data that is available. Results show a statistically 
significant, positive impact of the Bunumbu project on primary school completion 
that corroborates the qualitative evaluations of the program as gleaned from 
UNESCO reports and Dr. Banya’s dissertation. A positive effect of working in the 
service occupation concomitant with a negative effect on working in agriculture 
was also found, though they were statistically insignificant in both cases. 
Moreover, graphical evidence substantiated that Bunumbu Project and non-
Bunumbu Project chiefdoms were on similar trajectories prior to the 
implementation of the project.  
However, even if the project truly had a positive effect on various life 
outcomes as this study suggests, it is difficult to discern which specific qualities 
of the Bunumbu project led to such an impact, especially considering how 
comprehensive the project was. Besides the construction of primary schools and 
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change in curricula, results might also be attributed to the employment of 
strategies to engage out-of-school youth and families in rural areas to participate 
in the execution of the project. This study unfortunately cannot disentangle which 
components of the project made it most successful in increasing primary 
completion rates. Nevertheless, additional interviews conducted with past 
program participants suggest that making the content of education more relevant 
to local conditions did contribute to the success of the project. For instance, when 
asked what value “localizing education” has on children’s learning, George 
Moisia explains: 
Yes, [it has] more value than the one [curriculum] that is abstract. 
Because the real material they can use, like in agriculture. But just 
learning from the book, learning from the book, some things you 
have not seen … If you can touch something, you can work with it. 
You can begin to get an idea than something you have not seen. 
Otherwise you are just learning about it. 
 
According to this interviewee, adapting the educational approach and 
content made schooling not only more comprehensible but also more 
applicable, particularly for those who had previously found the curriculum 
inaccessible.   
 In sum, the previous chapter posed the question of how did “Sierra 
Leoneans” respond to the state’s efforts to achieve universal education. 
Although the last chapter showed the complexity of answering such a 
question due to the heterogeneity of “Sierra Leoneans” even in a “local 
community” like Bunumbu, this analysis nevertheless demonstrates that 
the general, “average” response to the Bunumbu Project was positive. 
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Accordingly, revisiting alternative approaches – like the Bunumbu 
Project’s incorporation of local residents and adaptation of education to 
the lives of out-of-school children – might be worth considering today to 
ultimately engage the roughly 31% of 6 to 11 year olds in Sierra Leone 
who are considered to still be out of school (Statistics Sierra Leone, 2004).  
  












There is a wealth of research on factors that influence primary school 
participation, ranging from poverty to the prohibitive cost of school to 
orphanhood. From these long lists of potential factors, it is unclear which 
variables are most predictive of engagement in primary school education 
specifically for the context of present-day Sierra Leone. Across the developing 
world, perhaps the most commonly cited determinant of school enrollment is 
household income and resources (Huisman & Smits, 2015). In fact, using 
household surveys from 63 developing countries from 2005 to 2011, the United 
Nations (2013) has recognized household poverty as the single most important 
factor in keeping children from attending school. The likelihood of children from 
the poorest households to be out of school is at least three times more than 
children from the richest households. Moreover, households with not only low 
income but also low savings have been found to face more constraints in their 
educational choices than rich households (Zimmerman, 2001). Although this 
literature may seem to substantiate interventions or policies to increase household 
income, other research shows the solution may not be as simple and 
straightforward.  
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First of all, the impact of such increases may vary by the gender of the 
child, such as Glick and Sahn’s (2000) finding that an increase in income might 
raise the investment of girls’ education but not boys’. The structure of the 
household is of significance as well; children with more and with younger siblings 
are less likely to stay in school (Huisman & Smits, 2015). Furthermore, Handa’s 
(2002) simulation of plausible interventions in rural Mozambique demonstrates 
that building more schools or raising adult literacy may yield larger impacts on 
primary school enrollment rates than programs to raise household income.  
Apart from household wealth, a range of other individual or household 
factors that influence school enrollment has been identified, such as the age and 
gender of a child, parents’ expectations of the returns to educational investment 
and the probability their child will get a desirable job in the future (Ahiakpor & 
Swaray, 2015). Female-headed households are also associated with greater levels 
of school enrollment (Buchmann & Hannum, 2001; Fuller & Liang, 1999; Lloyd 
& Blanc, 1996). Another main determinant of school enrollment is parental 
education (Al-Samarrai & Peasgood, 1998; Dostie & Jayaraman, 2006; Ahiakpor 
& Swaray, 2015), though this may vary depending on whether it is maternal or 
paternal education. Specifically, Glick and Sahn (2000) find that in urban Guinea, 
increased father’s education positively impacts the schooling of both sons and 
daughters while increased mother’s education only significantly impacts 
daughters.  
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Since the 1990s, numerous studies have also argued that child labor has a 
negative impact on education attainment and performance (Patrinos & 
Psacharopoulos, 1995; Heady, 2003; Beegle, Dehejia & Gatti, 2004). Within the 
different types of child labor, a recent study found that “family work and 
household chores” are particularly consistent predictors of low school enrollment 
(Putnick & Bornstein, 2015). Amidst this widespread belief that child labor 
should be reduced, there are however some who argue that policies to stimulate 
school demand by mitigating child labor may be misguided, as schooling and 
child labor do not have to be mutually exclusive activities. Studies also ignore the 
salience of how parents perceive labor market discrimination and the future 
financial help they may receive from their children, which are in fact more 
significant determinants of school enrollment (Buchmann, 2000). Additionally, 
orphanhood has been recognized as a barrier to school attainment, particularly in 
developing areas. For instance, Case, Paxson and Ableidinger (2004) find that 
orphans in sub-Saharan Africa are less likely to be enrolled than are non-orphans 
with whom they live after controlling for poverty. Ainsworth, Beegle and Koda 
(2005) build on this to argue that, while a recent death of a mother in the 
household delays the attendance of low-income children in an area hard-hit by the 
AIDS epidemic in Tanzania, it does not lead to a child dropping out of school 
altogether. Instead, attendance decreases in the months leading up to the death 
before recovering again after the death.  
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Finally, besides these individual or household factors, an increasing 
number of studies have demonstrated the importance of school costs as a 
determinant of schooling, with most confirming Pritchett and Filmer’s (1999) 
argument of a inverse relationship existing between costs and school enrollment. 
A “Universal Primary Education” policy instituted in Uganda in 1997, for 
instance, not only substantially decreased the school fees paid by parents, but was 
associated with a dramatic increase in primary school attendance (Deininger, 
2003). Specifically, Grogan (2009) finds that the elimination of school fees in 
Uganda led to a 3% increase in the probability of a child attending school before 
age nine. That said, even a free primary education policy is not necessarily 
sufficient in ensuring full primary school enrollment. Household wealth still has a 
large, positive effect on primary school attendance in Nigeria, particularly for 
girls, even after controlling for school costs (Lincove, 2009). Moreover, there are 
often hidden costs to schooling such as exam fees, after-school coaching, and 
parent-teacher association dues (Williams, Abbott & Mupenzi, 2014), though 
Ahiakpor and Swaray’s (2015) recent study contradict this expectation by finding 
a positive relationship between such costs and the number of children enrolled in 
rural Ghana. The authors reason this could be due to the intangible benefits 
associated with educational investment as well as governmental policies aimed at 
increasing the consumption of formal education.  
Finally, predictors such as distance, school infrastructure and educational 
quality can influence a child’s school attendance as well (Kremer & Holla, 2009; 
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Lincove, 2009). Beyond the school, there are also factors that influence school 
participation at the village level. Dostie and Jayaraman (2006), for example, find 
that the aggregate deprivation and caste composition of a village in two north 
Indian states also influence individual enrollment decisions. This suggests that 
individual or household determinants may be hierarchically nested in school 
and/or community effects – a point that will be taken into consideration in the 
methodological design of this chapter. 
In sum, while it is known that a mix of child, family, and school 
characteristics influence school attendance, it is not clear which factors are the 
most salient. Moreover, the practice of applying findings from a research study in 
one country to policy decisions for other areas may be misleading. Many of the 
determinants of schooling seem universal across the developing world, but child 
labor in India might be very different from conditions in Africa, and certainly the 
positive effects of eliminating school fees in Uganda cannot be assumed to have 
the same impact in Sierra Leone. The variation that exists within a continent or 
even a country must not be overlooked. Using multilevel modeling to identify 
which risk factors most predict the number of children who are out of school in a 
household, this chapter represents a step in moving towards a more nuanced 
understanding of the determinants of schooling specific to contemporary Sierra 
Leone. This is then paired with the next chapter, which relies on data from 
qualitative interviews with rural parents and out-of-school children on household 
and supply side constraints that families face.  
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A negative binomial regression model – which is often preferred over a 
Poisson regression to model count data with overdispersion – shows that school 
costs (as defined by the combination of school fees and community teacher 
stipends) and the distance a child has to travel to get to school, are statistically 
significant predictors of how many children in a household are not enrolled in 
school. Two other determinants that are statistically significant are the distance a 
household is located from their nearest water source and a school-level variable of 
whether or not a school has a zinc roof. The effect of distance to school may vary 
by socioeconomic status, however this was only suggested by a Poisson and not 
the preferred negative binomial regression model.  
This chapter will first present the data and methodological approach of 
this analysis. This is followed by comparing results from both a multilevel 
Poisson and negative binomial regression model, before ending with a discussion 




 This analysis uses data from the 2007 Institutional Reform and Capacity 
Building Project (IRCBP) National Public Services (NPS) survey data on 6,345 
nationally representative households in Sierra Leone (Decentralization Secretariat 
Republic of Sierra Leone).  
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Outcome Variable: Out-of-school Children per Household 
Since this study is an attempt to identify the risk factors that predict 
children being out-of-school, the outcome variable of interest is the number of 
children of primary-school age (i.e. between the ages of 6-15) in a household who 
are not enrolled in school, as self-reported in the household surveys. I then 
selected a set of predictors – at both the household and school level – including as 
many of the determinants of schooling identified in the previous literature review 
as possible, though some measures that are theoretically important such as child 
labor and orphan hood are unfortunately not represented in the survey data.  
 
Household-level Predictors 
 At the household level, predictors include: the distance from the 
household to the school in miles; school cost as defined by the amount of school 
fees and contributions to community teachers a household has paid (in leones) 
since the beginning of the third school term; the time it takes from the household 
to the nearest drinking water source in minutes; a dummy variable for whether 
parents received any level of formal education; a dummy variable for whether the 
household is Christian (as opposed to Muslim or another religion); a dummy 
variable for whether the household is headed by a female; and a dummy variable 
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for whether a member of the household was killed during the 1991-2001 civil 
war.32  
Since household income is recognized as one of the most important 
determinants, yet the dataset does not include a variable for household wealth, I 
created a composite wealth index to represent socioeconomic status by conducting 
a factor analysis in Stata. I specified a maximum likelihood factor method and 
used a set of dichotomous questions regarding household assets that asked about 
possession of a mobile phone, generator, electric fan, umbrella, TV, radio, as well 
as whether the home was made of thatch roofs, mud floors and mud walls. A 
statistically significant pairwise correlation showed the validity of this wealth 
index in predicting the education level of a household (r = 0.4273). The 
continuous variables of SES and school cost were changed into tertile dummy 
variables instead since fit statistics showed a better model fit with transformed 
versions of the variables.33 The correlation between SES and education level, to 
continue with the previous example, now changed to: r = -0.2694 for the first SES 
tertile; r = -0.0988 for the second SES tertile; and r = 0.3793 for the third SES 
tertile. The direction of the correlation remains consistent in that there is an 
increasingly positive correlation between the two variables. In other words, 																																																								
32 Since there is no direct variable in the survey for orphan hood (for which both Ainsworth et al. 
and Case et al.’s study shows the importance of), loss of a family member in the war was included 
in the model as the closest proxy to such a predictor.   
33 Since “mi estimate” does not support the prediction of Anscombe residuals, residuals and fitted 
values were examined for each imputation at a time to explore model assumptions and test for 
non-linearity. Fit criteria were also used for final model selection. The following models were 
tested, where socioeconomic wealth and school cost were: 1) in their original continuous form, 2) 
logged, 3) broken into quintiles, and 4) broken into quartiles. However, the model with tertile 
dummies produced the best model fit according to Bayesian information criterion (BIC) figures.  
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although being in the poorest first tertile is negatively correlated with education 
(meaning that individuals who fall in the first tertile are likely to have less 
education), the correlation between education and wealth becomes positive for the 
highest third SES tertile.  
 
School-level Predictors 
At the school level, predictors include: the number of government-paid 
and community teachers at the school; a dummy variable for whether the school 
has a thatch or no roof (as opposed to a zinc roof); and a dummy variable for 
whether the school does not have a latrine. This set of variables were selected as a 




Using the 2007 NPS household and community survey data, I merged 
household information (from the household survey) with school information 
(from the community survey) by means of the variable for census enumeration 
area codes. I then dropped the cases where households reported having no 
children – which reduced the sample to 3,863 household observations – as well as 
the cases where the school named by the household did not match the school from 
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the community survey.34 This resulted in the construction of a dataset where 2,171 
households are nested within 550 schools.35  
Because the available dataset consists of households clustered in schools, 
a multilevel model36 is preferable to a simple regression model because 
households within a particular school are more likely to be similar than 
households in different schools. Households, in other words, are not independent 
of one another as a “completely pooled” regression model assumes (Gelman & 
Hill, 2007).37 As a result, the estimates of the standard errors of conventional 
regression are too small and may lead to Type I errors where results are 
spuriously significant (Bryk & Raudenbush, 2002; Hox, 2010). A multilevel (or 
“partially pooled”) model distinctly accounts for correlations between households 
within the same school (Gelman & Hill, 2007; Gill & Womack, 2013). This is 
because, instead of one error term as in conventional regression models, a 
multilevel model contains two forms of residual variation: a level-1 (i.e. 																																																								
34 The household survey included a question asking survey supervisors to indicate whether the 
school named by the household was the same one from the community survey. Out of a total of 
3,841 cases, there were 2,197 cases where the two matched.  
35 Due to missingness on the school ID variable where 2,686 out of 3,841 cases were missing an 
ID, the enumeration area code was used as the group variable to proxy for schools. Out of the 
1,155 cases that had observed school ID’s, I confirmed that about 96% of census enumeration 
areas have only one school attached to it, though there were 4 enumeration areas that had 2 
schools in the same area, and 2 enumeration areas that shared the same school. For these 6 sets of 
cases, I created a new enumeration area code for the first situation, while changing the 
enumeration area to have the same code for the latter situation.  
36 Depending on the discipline and field, different terms are used to refer to multilevel, hierarchical 
or random-effect models. Throughout this chapter, I use the three interchangeably to mean the 
same thing.  
37 Gelman & Hill (2007) use the term “completely pooled” to refer to a standard ordinary least 
square (OLS) regression model, as opposed to an “unpooled” model that can be thought of either 
as separate regressions for each school, or inputting a vector of school indicators and estimating a 
unique parameter for each (i.e. the econometric “fixed effects” model) (Townsend, Buckley, 
Harada & Scott, 2013). See the limitation section for a further discussion of “fixed effect” vs. 
“random effect” models.   
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household) conventional error term that captures the unexplained, household-level 
differences within schools, as well as a level-2 (i.e. school) random effect term 
that captures the unexplained systematic differences between schools (Scott, 
Shrout & Weinberg, 2013).  Specifically, a school-specific random effect term 
allows one to model the level-2 residual, which in this case represents the unique 
effect of a school on overall mean enrollment holding all else constant. This can 
be compared to a conventional error term that would represent the unique effect 
of a household on mean enrollment within a school. By modeling the different 
variance components, a multilevel model accounts for any school-specific 
unobserved heterogeneity that may bias parameter estimates, so long as they do 
not vary across households within a school, and as long as they are independent of 
any other predictors in the model – a point that will be returned to in the later 
section on assumptions.  
First, a multilevel Poisson regression was fit since the outcome variable of 
the number of children in a household who are not enrolled in school is count 
data, which is better modeled using a Poisson distribution.38 Since the count of 
how many children in a household are not enrolled in school is relative to the total 
number of children in the household, I included an exposure input for the total 
number of children as an offset, as well as the specification of robust standard 
errors to adjust for potential overdispersion. As discussed, the multilevel model 																																																								
38 The “mepoisson” command in Stata 13 was selected to conduct the multilevel mixed effect 
Poisson regression instead of “xtmepoisson” because mepoisson allows for the specification of 
robust standard errors. “glamm” is not compatible with the “mi estimate” command for multiply 
imputed data.  
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allows for random intercepts for schools in order to model school-level 
differences in the outcome. 
I began with a baseline model with no predictors (specification (1)) before 
testing a model with the main effect of predictors using regular regression 
methods that do not account for the nested data structure (specification (2)). 
Specification (3) then adds in a random intercept for schools. This results in the 
following multilevel Poisson model: !"# ~ Poisson ($"#) ln $"# | )#, +,,, -"#, ./, .0, .1 =./ + .0+"# + .1,# + ln -"# + )# 
where α#~6 0, 891  
 
where !"# represents the outcome of the number of children in a household h not 
enrolled in school s; +"# represents a vector of the aforementioned household-
level characteristics; ,# represents a vector of school-level characteristics; -"# 
represents an exposure predictor for the total number of children a household has; 
and )# is a school-specific random intercept. The coefficient of the exposure 
input, which offsets the fact that the number of children not enrolled is relative to 
a baseline of the total number of children in the family, is set to 1.  
 Prior research has also shown that the relationship between distance to 
school and enrollment may depend on the socioeconomic status of the household 
(Pritchett & Filmer, 1999; Handa, 2002). For example, parents with more 
resources might be more capable of arranging for transportation when the 
traveling distances are longer (Huisman & Smits, 2009). For this reason, 
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specification (4) tests this relationship through the inclusion of an interaction term 
between socioeconomic wealth and distance to school.  
 Finally, Huisman & Smits (2009) found that children from middle wealth 
quintiles benefit most when more teachers are available at a school. In contrast, 
there is little effect of the number of teachers on school participation for affluent 
children who attend school regardless of the teacher count, or low-income 
children who face barriers besides school quality that hinder them from enrolling 
in school. Since the relationship between number of teachers and school 
enrollment may be different between households of different wealth levels, the 
final model (specification (5)) also tests for this difference with an interaction 
term between the number of teachers and socioeconomic wealth. 
However, one important drawback of a Poisson model is that it assumes 
the variance of the outcome is equal to the mean, even though there are times 
when there is additional heterogeneity among individual households leading to 
overdispersion. Indeed, the distribution of the number of children not in school 
outcome variable displays signs of overdispersion, where summary statistics show 
there is a greater variance than is expected according to a Poisson distribution – 
with the variance being almost three times the mean (:= 0.578; 81=1.535) – 
along with an inflation of zero’s in the outcome.  
One model that accounts for such overdispersion is the negative binomial 
model, which assumes that “there will be unexplained variability among 
individuals who have the same predicted value” (Coxe, West & Aiken, 2009, p. 
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132). Specifically, a Poisson model assumes that the number of children not 
enrolled for all households with the same predictor values are samples from one 
Poisson distribution with the same mean parameter. A negative binomial model, 
on the other hand, is more flexible in that it allows households with the same 
predictor values to be modeled by Poisson distributions with different mean 
parameters. These mean parameters are then assumed to follow a gamma 
distribution so that the error term in a negative binomial model is a function of 
both the Poisson and gamma distributions (ibid).  
I therefore compared these results to a model using a multilevel negative 
binomial regression, which allows for the variance to exceed the mean by relaxing 
the assumption that the overdispersion parameter is equal to 0 (as is assumed by a 
Poisson model).39 The negative binomial is conceptually similar to the Poisson 
model in that the underlying rate (i.e. the fraction of children in the household 
who are out-of-school) is modeled in a log-linear fashion. The model parameters, 
after being exponentiated, are also interpretable as relative rates. The difference 
between the model specifications is as follows: for a Poisson model, the mean, ;"#, is equal to the variance. In the negative binomial model, the mean is still ;"#, 
but the variance now becomes:  ;"# (1 + α;"#) 
																																																								
39 The ‘menbreg’ command in Stata 13 was used to conduct the multilevel mixed-effects negative 
binomial regression. While an excess number of 0’s in the outcome typically justifies the use of a 
zero-inflation Poisson regression, the command for a multilevel zero-inflation Poisson regression 
function is not compatible with “mi estimate” in Stata. 
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If α is greater than 0 in the case of overdispersion, then the negative binomial 
variance exceeds the Poisson model variance. Results from the negative binomial 
regression model may thus be interpreted in the same manner as a Poisson model, 
conditional on the random effects. 
 
Missing Data 
 Along with the outcome variable, only one variable (female headed 
household) out of the 11 predictors had fully observed values (see Figure 17).  
 
 






























































Figure 17. Missing data matrix plot 
Dark represents missing data 
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The missing data was concentrated in certain blocks of households, suggesting 
that there is a systematic pattern as to how the data is missing. Since the 
probability of being missing is not the same for all cases, it is not possible to 
assume that the data is missing completely at random (MCAR), a scenario where 
the causes of the missingness is not related to the data (Van Buuren, 2012). 
 Whereas a complete case analysis (one that would only include 
households which have all variables observed) is often the default method of 
addressing missing data, such an analysis would not only be more inefficient by 
reducing the sample to 1,844 observations, the households with missing values 
may also be systematically different from the completely observed sample. This 
would likely lead to a complete case analysis that would produce biased estimates 
of means and regression coefficients.  
 Instead of a complete case analysis, I perform multiple imputation using 
the mi package in R (Su, Yajima, Gelman & Hill, 2011). This algorithm uses a 
“chained equation approach,” where I first specified conditional models for each 
variable with missing values based on other variables in the data. The algorithm 
then uses the specified models to “sequentially iterate[] through the variables to 
impute the missing values” (ibid, p.2). Multiple imputation therefore relies not 
only on modeling assumptions but also the researcher’s specification of sensible 
models. To alleviate this concern though, I performed diagnostic checks for non-
linearity and heteroskedasticity using the mi package to make adjustments to the 
model specification to facilitate better model fit. As a result, several changes were 
 	 132 
made to the imputation model.40 Because the mi package cannot account for the 
nested nature of the data, school-level variables (i.e. number of teacher, school 
zinc roof and school latrine) were post-processed, one imputation at a time, by 
assigning all the households in a school to have the same imputed mean or mode 
value depending on whether it is a continuous or categorical variable. After 
creating four imputed datasets, I conducted my analysis using the “mi estimate” 
command in Stata 13. This command adjusts coefficients and standard errors for 
variability between imputations and combines estimates using Rubin’s formulas 
(1987).  
 That said, it is important to point out that this process of multiple 
imputation, besides relying on modeling assumptions, also assumes the data is 
missing at random (MAR) conditional on these variables. In other words, if two 
observations had the same values for the observed covariates, the probability that 
they have missing values on the other variables is the same (Van Buuren, 2012). 
However, it is instead possible that the data is not missing at random (NMAR), 
where the missingness depends on unobserved predictors or the missing data 
itself. Nevertheless, the inclusion of many variables in the imputation model 




40 These changes included: 1) log-transforming SES to be a positive-continuous variable; 2) 
changing the number of children not enrolled, distance to school and number of teachers to be 
count variables; 3) changing school cost and distance to water to be nonnegative-continuous 
variables. Due to heteroskedasticity, the imputation method for school cost, distance to school, 
distance to water, and SES was also changed to the predictive mean matching (pmm) method.  
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Assumptions 
 
Before presenting my results, it is important to note that this analysis does 
not permit a rigorous causal interpretation. Nonetheless, a careful examination of 
the degree to which certain factors are associated with school enrollment can still 
be informative for programming and policy decisions even if it does not produce 
causal estimates per se. Recognizing the constraints of data availability in Sierra 
Leone, a multilevel model makes use of already existing data while still 
addressing the complex correlational structure of the nested NPS dataset.  
It is also important to note that two other key assumptions of multilevel 
models are: 1) there is no unobserved heterogeneity, and 2) there is no correlation 
between the predictor variables and school specific effects (i.e. the random effects 
assumption). Although this second potentially implausible assumption would lead 
many to use an econometric fixed effect model that does not assume this 
correlation (Townsend, Buckley, Harada & Scott, 2013), a fixed effect model 
would be highly inefficient due to the addition of hundreds of indicators for each 
school in the dataset as separate parameters. Moreover, there are 258 schools that 
would have to be dropped because they either only have one household 
observation per school or have all zero outcomes. This would result in imprecise 
and unstable estimates of the fixed effects. Finally, a Hausman test comparing 
results from a fixed effect and a random effect model, confirmed that there is no 
statistically significant difference between estimators from the two models that is 
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systematic (<1 ≤ 12.81, p≥0.3059). For these reasons, a multilevel random effect 
model was selected over a fixed effect model as the preferred analytical method.  
 
Results 
Descriptive statistics show that a household on average has about 3 
children between the age of 6 and 15, with 0.4 of a child not enrolled in school 
(see Table 5). This low fractional value is due to the fact that out of 2,171 
observations in the original dataset, 80% (or 1,750 households) have all of their 
children enrolled in school. Using the original unimputed dataset, the mean 
distance to school is 0.83 miles, while the average time it takes a household to 
reach the nearest source of water is 10.5 minutes. Families on 
 
Table 5. Summary statistics of 2007 National Public Services household and 
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average have paid 6,545 Leones (about $2.18 USD using a 2007 exchange rate of 
about 3000 leones to $1 USD) in school and community teacher fees since the last 
academic term, though this estimate varies widely and is positively skewed. Since 
socioeconomic status is a variable generated through a factor analysis, it has about 
a mean of zero with a standard deviation of almost one. Thirty four percent of 
household parents have some level of formal education, and 20% of families 
report being Christian. Thirteen percent of families are headed by a female figure, 
while almost half (48%) of households have had a family member killed during 
the war. Schools have on average almost seven teachers, which includes 
government-paid and community teachers. Only 16% of schools do not have a 
zinc roof, though about 30% of schools do not have a latrine. It should be noted 
that, however, that this statistical summary applies to the year 2007 when this 
survey data was collected, meaning these estimates are likely to be lower now 
given recent efforts to restore schools and build more school sanitation facilities.  
 The first analytical model specifies an unconditional model with no 
predictors and a random intercept for schools in order to assess the variation of 
out-of-school children per household between schools (refer to specification (1) of 
Table 6). Results show that the y-intercept is -2.6086 (SE = .0977), and the 
variance component is 1.0520 (SE = 0.1411). The 95% confidence interval for 
incidences of a household not enrolling their children in school is [0.06, 0.09], 
indicating that there is more within school variation in the number of out-of-  
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Table 6. Predictors of school enrollment using a multilevel Poisson regression model 




NOTE: n=2,181 in all specifications with 4 imputations. The number of groups varies among imputations. Robust standard errors reported. The third 
(i.e. highest) tertile was omitted for both the SES and school cost variables.  
MEPOISSON
notinschool coef SE t coef SE t coef SE t coef SE t coef SE t
distance	to	school 0.09 0.02 4.53 0.09 0.03 3.36 -0.01 0.05 -0.13 0.00 0.05 -0.06
SES	tertile1 0.06 0.14 0.45 0.21 0.15 1.4 0.15 0.16 0.94 0.21 0.32 0.66
SES	tertile2 0.06 0.14 0.46 0.21 0.15 1.38 0.06 0.17 0.38 0.24 0.34 0.7
SES	tertile1*distschool 0.09 0.06 1.5 0.09 0.06 1.43
SES	tertile2*distschool 0.17 0.07 2.66 0.17 0.07 2.49
school	cost	tertile1 -0.27 0.13 -2.11 -0.23 0.14 -1.63 -0.23 0.14 -1.68 -0.24 0.14 -1.69
school	cost	tertile2 0.11 0.12 0.9 0.04 0.13 0.3 0.04 0.13 0.31 0.04 0.13 0.29
distance	to	water 0.01 0.00 2.86 0.01 0.00 1.4 0.00 0.00 1.25 0.00 0.00 1.29
parent	education -0.14 0.12 -1.14 -0.05 0.11 -0.42 -0.04 0.11 -0.39 -0.05 0.11 -0.41
christian -0.01 0.12 -0.12 -0.07 0.13 -0.53 -0.07 0.13 -0.52 -0.07 0.13 -0.54
female	head	of	household 0.14 0.13 1.05 0.01 0.13 0.06 0.01 0.13 0.11 0.01 0.13 0.11
family	killed	in	war 0.04 0.10 0.42 -0.01 0.10 -0.12 -0.02 0.10 -0.2 -0.02 0.10 -0.18
number	of	teachers -0.01 0.02 -0.69 -0.01 0.02 -0.34 -0.01 0.02 -0.36 0.00 0.02 0.02
SES	tertile1*teachers 0.00 0.03 -0.12
SES	tertile2*teachers -0.02 0.03 -0.61
no	school	zinc	roof 0.30 0.15 2.08 0.32 0.19 1.74 0.32 0.19 1.71 0.31 0.19 1.66
no	school	latrine -0.33 0.13 -2.6 -0.25 0.16 -1.56 -0.25 0.16 -1.55 -0.25 0.16 -1.57
constant -2.61 0.10 -26.7 -2.13 0.23 -9.46 -2.69 0.26 -10.4 -2.61 0.26 -9.96 -2.68 0.32 -8.38
school	random	effects 1.05 0.14 0.91 0.14 0.91 0.14 0.91 0.14
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school children per household than there is across schools. The heterogeneity of 
school participation within a community must therefore not be ignored.  
A single-level Poisson regression including the main predictors 
(specification (2) of Table 6) shows that two salient predictors of a household 
enrolling fewer children in primary school are increased distance to school and 
increased distance to the nearest water source. Comparing households who differ 
in the distance they are located to school by one mile, the expected number of 
children not in school is predicted to statistically significantly increase by an 
incident rate ratio of 1.099 (t = 4.53),41 meaning a mile increase in distance is 
associated with just about a 10% increase in the expected number of children in a 
household not enrolled in school, ceteris paribus. The distance a household is 
located from their nearest water source is also significantly associated with an 
increase in the predicted number of out-of-school children in a household. 
Specifically, holding all else constant, a ten-minute increase in the time it takes 
from a household to their nearest water source is statistically significantly 
associated with a 9.4% increase in the expected number of children not enrolled in 
school (t = 2.86). Additionally, households who pay the lowest school fees are 
also statistically significantly likely to have more children enrolled in school as 
compared to those who pay the highest amount of school fees. Finally, families 
attending schools without a zinc roof (i.e. schools with a thatch roof) are 
significantly more likely to have more children out of school, though families 																																																								
41 The incident rate ratio is obtained by exponentiating the Poisson regression coefficient. For 
example, exp(.0945) = 1.099.   
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attending schools without a latrine are surprisingly predicted to have more 
children in school. A single-level negative binomial regression model produces 
very similar coefficient estimates and levels of significance (see specification (2) 
of Table 7). 
 A multilevel Poisson regression, which includes a random intercept for 
schools, robust standard errors and an exposure for the total number of children in 
the household (specification (3) of Table 6), was tested, however a negative 
binomial regression model yielded a better fit according to a likelihood ratio 
test.42 While five variables were previously statistically significant predictors of 
the outcome, under a multilevel negative binomial regression model, only the 
distance to school remains a significant predictor of the number of out-of-school 
children in a household (see specification (3) of Table 7). The coefficient estimate 
of distance to school also reduces from 0.0945 to 0.0963 (t = 3.00). In comparing 
households who differ in the distance they are located to school by one mile, the 
expected number of children not in school is now associated with an increase of 
10.1%, holding all else constant.  This model also identifies distance to the nearest 
water source and whether or not a school has a zinc roof as salient predictors of 
the number of children not in school in a household at just over the 5% statistical 
significance level. Households who are located ten-minutes farther away from the 
																																																								
42 The likelihood ratio test, however, cannot be performed along with the ‘mi estimate’ command. 
I thus had to run separate iterations of the test using only one set of imputed data at a time, with 
each iteration favoring the negative binomial over the Poisson model.  
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Table 7. Predictors of school enrollment using the preferred multilevel negative binomial regression model 




NOTE: n=2,181 in all specifications with 4 imputations. The number of groups varies among imputations. The third (i.e. highest) tertile was omitted for both the 
SES and school cost variables.
MENBREG
not	in	school coef SE t coef SE t coef SE t coef SE t coef SE t
distance	to	school 0.09 0.03 2.86 0.10 0.03 3 0.02 0.07 0.24 0.03 0.07 0.34
SES	tertile1 0.07 0.14 0.50 0.10 0.15 0.69 0.06 0.16 0.35 0.19 0.31 0.63
SES	tertile2 0.07 0.14 0.53 0.10 0.14 0.7 -0.02 0.16 -0.13 0.20 0.32 0.63
SES	tertile1*distschool 0.07 0.08 0.83 0.06 0.09 0.73
SES	tertile2*distschool 0.15 0.10 1.59 0.14 0.10 1.45
school	cost	tertile1 -0.25 0.13 -1.94 -0.23 0.13 -1.75 -0.23 0.13 -1.74 -0.24 0.13 -1.78
school	cost	tertile2 0.09 0.12 0.73 0.10 0.13 0.78 0.10 0.13 0.8 0.10 0.13 0.78
distance	to	water 0.01 0.00 2.30 0.01 0.00 1.94 0.01 0.00 1.85 0.01 0.00 1.85
parent	education -0.11 0.11 -0.94 -0.11 0.12 -0.93 -0.12 0.12 -1.01 -0.12 0.12 -1
christian 0.02 0.13 0.12 0.01 0.13 0.1 0.01 0.13 0.09 0.01 0.13 0.09
female	head	of	household 0.10 0.14 0.67 0.07 0.15 0.47 0.07 0.15 0.49 0.08 0.15 0.53
family	killed	in	war 0.05 0.10 0.46 0.03 0.10 0.27 0.02 0.10 0.22 0.02 0.10 0.24
number	of	teachers -0.01 0.01 -0.70 -0.01 0.01 -0.52 -0.01 0.01 -0.53 0.00 0.02 0.15
SES	tertile1*teachers -0.01 0.03 -0.42
SES	tertile2*teachers -0.02 0.03 -0.8
no	school	zinc	roof 0.31 0.16 2.02 0.33 0.17 1.95 0.33 0.17 1.95 0.32 0.17 1.89
no	school	latrine -0.26 0.13 -2.04 -0.25 0.14 -1.82 -0.25 0.14 -1.83 -0.26 0.14 -1.85
constant -2.35 0.08 -29.42 -2.30 0.21 -10.79 -2.41 0.24 -10.2 -2.35 0.24 -9.84 -2.47 0.29 -8.48
lnalpha 0.54 0.17 3.16 0.75 0.11 0.57 0.17 3.3 0.54 0.17 3.13 0.54 0.17 3.12
school	random	effects 0.31 0.13 0.16 0.12 0.17 0.12 0.17 0.12
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nearest water source are predicted to experience an 8.4% increase in the expected 
number of children not enrolled in school (t = 1.94). In addition, households who 
attend schools without a zinc roof are predicted to have 36% more children who 
are out of school than households who attend schools with a zinc roof (t=1.95) 
holding all else constant; this is statistically significant at the ! = 0.051 level. This 
seems to imply that households might make enrollment decisions based on the 
infrastructural conditions of the school, where lacking a zinc roof at the school 
acts as a disincentive to participation. This might be because many communities 
take pride and want to spend time in a primary school with a zinc roof since it is 
likely the only modernized physical building. A thatched roof structure, in 
contrast, does not hold this same appeal. Finally, the cost of school is a 
statistically significant predictor of not enrolling children in school. A Wald test 
on the categorical tertile variables for school cost (see page 121) generates a chi-
squared value of 3.89 (p = 0.0204), allowing for the rejection of the null 
hypothesis that the coefficients on the school cost tertiles are simultaneously 
equal to 0. In other words, the school cost variables together are jointly significant 
determinants of school enrollment. 
Specification (4) uses the same multilevel level model as specification (3) 
but tests whether the effect of distance to school varies for different 
socioeconomic statuses through the addition of an interaction term for SES and 
distance to school. As expected, in comparing households who live less than one 
mile from school, low-income families are predicted to have more children not 
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enrolled in school than middle and high-income families, holding all else 
constant. Interestingly, results from the Poisson model show that the interaction 
term is positive and statistically significant for households in the middle-income 
category (i.e. the second SES tertile) in comparison to the highest income 
households (t = 2.66). While high-income families are less likely to have distance 
to school affect their child’s enrollment in school than middle or low-income 
families, it is the middle-income families who seem to be the most sensitive to not 
enrolling their children in school because of distance; this will be theoretically 
explored in the next discussion section. Graphing the relationship between 
distance to school and the number of unenrolled children in a household by 
socioeconomic tertiles reveals that this is particularly so when the school is 
located more than 7 miles away from home, as can be seen by the green line in 
Figure 18. However, these results must be approached cautiously since the 
significance of the interaction term disappears under the preferred negative 
binomial regression model. 
Finally, specification (5) that examines the influence of the relationship 
between number of teachers and household wealth on school enrollment does not 
yield statistically significant results. The interaction term between socioeconomic 




the negative binomial regression model. It thus seems from this analysis that the 




 The objective of this study was to use contemporary data from Sierra 
Leone in order to investigate which variables are most salient for predicting the 
number of primary school-age children that a household does not enroll in 
primary school. The predictors selected for this analysis strategically included 
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Figure 18. Relationship between distance to school and number of 
children in the household not enrolled in school by socioeconomic 
tertiles 
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determinants of schooling in prior studies. A multilevel model was applied for 
two reasons: 1) to account for the dependence of the household observations that 
are clustered at the school level, and 2) to yield better estimates of standard errors 
than a regression model.  
 Indeed, while a single-level Poisson regression analysis produces results 
suggesting the statistical significance of five variables (distance from a household 
to school, the school costs that a household incurs, distance from a household to 
the nearest water source, a dummy variable for a school not having a zinc roof, 
and a dummy variable for a school not having a latrine), these levels of 
significance fade under a multilevel Poisson model that accounts for the 
clustering of households nested within schools, though distance to school remains 
a factor that still statistically significantly predicts children not attending school. 
This supports existing research on the negative impact of distance to school on 
enrollment (Schaffner, 2003) due to the fact that it presents safety concerns and 
physical hardship (Theunynck, 2009), although some have argued against the 
magnitude of such an association (Filmer, 2004). In particular, distance has been 
shown to be a barrier for girls (Kane, 2004); this gender difference could not 
however be tested using this dataset as it does not contain demographic 
information on individual children within households. It thus seems that in 2007 
when this survey data was collected, distance to school was a significant barrier in 
keeping children from attending school. Despite the post-war target of 
reconstructing and rehabilitating about 500 primary schools by 2007 under the 
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World-Bank funded Sababu Education Project (Commonwealth Secretariat, 
2007), this finding endorses the school construction projects that continued after 
termination of the SABABU project in 2007. This is not surprising considering 
1,270 schools were destroyed during the civil war in the 1990s (US Department of 
Labor, 2002). It is unclear, however, whether such a need applies today in 2015. 
Although there is research substantiating the causal connection between school 
construction projects and an increase in education (Duflo, 2004), it would be 
interesting to explore at which point school quantity becomes oversaturated, 
where the construction of additional schools does not yield an increase in school 
enrollment. 
The preferred multilevel negative binomial regression model, which 
accounts for the potential overdispersion of the outcome variable, further 
confirms the salience of distance. Specifically, the expected number of children 
not in school is predicted to be higher by about 10%, ceteris paribus, when 
comparing households who differ in the distance they are located to school by one 
mile. Additionally, expenses that families spend on school fees and community 
teacher stipends are also jointly significant determinants of how many children a 
family does not enroll in school. This confirms a wealth of other research that 
have shown the direct costs of schooling to be prohibitive (Pritchett & Filmer, 
1999; Deininger, 2003; Grogran, 2009), even in countries like Sierra Leone that 
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have instituted education acts eliminating school fees.43 De jure policies, it seems, 
do not necessarily translate into de facto practice.  
If the significance level is extended to an ! = 0.051 level, the preferred 
model also indicates that distance of a household to the nearest water source and 
the presence of a zinc roof at the school are significant predictors of school 
participation. Like distance to school, distance to the nearest water source and 
lack of a zinc roof at the school both positively influence the number of children 
in a household not enrolled in school. A household that is located farther from the 
water source, as well as one whose children would attend a school that has only a 
thatch or no roof, is thus predicted to have more children out of school than 
households in close proximity of water who attend a school with a zinc roof. This 
supports prior research on the importance of school infrastructure, particularly 
regarding the drawbacks that are associated with temporary structures made of 
mud and plant materials (Theunynck, 2009). Besides being maintenance-
intensive, these schools often cannot operate in the rain, compared to a project in 
Ghana to build permanent cement structures with zinc roofs that resulted in higher 
primary school enrollments and greater instructional time and educational 
achievement (White, & Masset, 2004). This finding also corroborates other 
studies that have found a correspondence between increased school enrollment 
and improved access to water at home (Koolwal & Van de Walle, 2013), while 
also showing the interrelatedness of the various 2015 Millennial Development 
																																																								
43 The Education Act of 2004 abolishes school fees by law.  
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Goals, such as the MDG2 of achieving universal primary education and the 
MDG7 of halving the proportion of people without sustainable access to safe 
drinking water.  
As to whether or not the association between distance to school and 
enrollment is moderated by household wealth, results from this analysis are 
inconclusive. The multilevel Poisson regression suggests a statistically significant 
difference with middle-income households being the most sensitive to the 
distance from school variable, particularly when the school is located more than 7 
miles away from home. Although there is no extant theory particularly on middle-
income families to compare this finding to, one possible theory as to why middle-
income families are likely to keep more of their children from attending school 
than low-income families is an increased level of concern for child safety on the 
part of middle-income families. Whereas low-income households may be used to 
their children traveling far distances to conduct labor or farm work, this may be 
less desirable as a family makes gains in household wealth. In contrast, high-
income families (which in the context of Sierra Leone may include families in 
more urban areas as well as the chiefs and community leaders in rural areas) 
might be the least sensitive to distance either because they have access to other 
forms of transportation, or perhaps because their value of education is less elastic. 
School participation is of the utmost priority, regardless of the constraints. 
Nevertheless, a multilevel negative binomial regression model does not confirm 
that the effect of distance on enrollment varies by socioeconomic status. While 
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the direction and general magnitude remain similar, the statistical significance of 
the interaction term disappears. Similarly, there is no evidence from this analysis 
that the relationship between teacher quantity and school enrollment varies by 
household wealth.  
Finally, it is interesting to note the predictors that are not significant. 
Factors like religion, having family killed in the civil war, whether a household is 
headed by a female, and the existence of a school latrine are not statistically 
significantly associated with school enrollment in a multivariate model. Even 
more surprisingly, this analysis does not validate existing research on the 
importance of parent education or teacher quantity (Huisman & Smits, 2015; Al-
Samarrai & Peasgood, 1998; Dostie & Jayaraman, 2006; Glick & Sahn, 2000; 
Kremer & Holla, 2009; Deininger, 2003; Grogan, 2009; Lincove, 2009).  
 
Limitations 
Despite the fact that this analysis utilized various multilevel models to 
estimate whether school participation can be explained as a function of household 
and school-level variables while recognizing that households within a school 
might be more similar to one another than households in another school, there are 
limitations to this study. First, it is possible that some factors did not result in 
statistically significant results due to the quality of the measurements and data 
collection. For example, school cost was a self-reported measure based on how 
much a family has paid since the start of the third school term, rather than since 
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the beginning of the school year. It is possible that fees are not uniform across 
terms, and that schools demand more fees at the beginning of the year, which 
would not be reflected by this variable. Predictors such as school cost and number 
of teachers also suffered from high rates of missingness, even though I attempted 
to address this through multiple imputation. Second, a multilevel random effect 
model assumes that the predictors and school specific effects are not correlated, as 
previously discussed. This, however, may not be a plausible assumption, and 
would therefore lead to biased estimates. Third, this analysis is meant to only be 
correlational as opposed to causal in nature. Inferences and policy decisions, such 
as thinking that decreasing the distance to school will necessarily increase school 
enrollment, should not be made solely from this analysis. Finally, this study 
strictly focuses on the outcome of school enrollment as opposed to school 
achievement. It should not be conflated with school effectiveness studies that 




School participation is undoubtedly a complex outcome influenced by a 
multitude of factors at both the demand-side household and the supply-side school 
levels. This study suggests that in 2007, distance to school was a salient predictor 																																																								
44 Examples of such effectiveness studies include Glewwe, Hanushek, Humpage & Ravina’s 
(2011) literature review or McEwan’s (2013) meta-analysis of 76 randomized experiments that 
finds treatments with instructional materials, computers or technology, teacher training, smaller 
classes and ability grouping, performance incentives and contract or volunteer teachers to have the 
largest mean effect sizes on language and math test scores. 
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of primary school enrollment in Sierra Leone – one that may vary depending on 
household wealth level. Additionally, the combination of school fees and 
community teacher stipends is also a statistically significant factor in determining 
school participation. Lastly, easy access to water for a household, and the 
presence of a zinc roof for the school, may also positively affect school 
attendance. While increasing household access to water might be a difficult 
endeavor for education ministries and organizations to undertake, this study 
suggests that upgrading the roughly 16% of school structures that did not have 
zinc roofs (Decentralization Secretariat Republic of Sierra Leone, 2011) may 
contribute to increasing school participation. 
While this study may seem to be surprising in the dearth of predictors that 
come up statistically significant, this could be due to the limitations, such as data 
quality and model assumptions, noted above. Finally, it is important to bear in 
mind that these findings are a snapshot of the state of education in 2007 when the 
survey was conducted. While distance to school may have been the leading 
predictor of school enrollment then, this may not be the case now as more schools 
have been constructed. The next chapter will follow up on this quantitative study 













Since the data for the quantitative analysis of Chapter 4 is based on a 
survey conducted in 2007, it is very likely that the constraints that children and 
parents face now in 2015 have changed within this near decade time span. In 
continuation of the previous chapter’s objective of quantitatively identifying the 
factors that most predict school enrollment at the household level, this chapter 
aims to corroborate quantitative findings through qualitative interviews conducted 
in three rural chiefdoms geographically dispersed across Sierra Leone.  
Qualitative interviews do not attest to distance to school, nearest water 
source or school infrastructure as significant predictors of school enrollment. 
Most parents spoke of an increase in school construction in the past few years that 
has significantly alleviated distance as a barrier to schooling. Nor do results from 
this study confirm other commonly cited constraints, such as child labor, a lack of 
value for education, and gender inequality due either to early marriage for girls or 
cultural norms favoring the education of boys. Instead, interview data 
overwhelmingly confirms the salience of school costs as a determinant of school 
enrollment. Above all else, parents report being unable to send their children to 
school because of community teacher stipends that are prohibitive in nature. 
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Although community teachers are working on a voluntary basis, all schools report 
paying these teachers pecuniary stipends, sometimes in combination with material 
assistance like housing and food. Rather than being voluntary, these stipends 
therefore become a mandated condition that parents must pay to enroll their 
children in school. Failure to do so either prevents a child from registering in the 
first place, or leads to students getting driven out of school after they are enrolled.  
This chapter will first introduce the methods that guided my qualitative 
research that forms this, as well as the next two, chapters (more expanded details 
on each site can be found in the Appendix). I then explain results from my 
interview data, which includes both the household and structural constraints that 
families face when enrolling their children in school. I also note the constraints 
that were not frequently cited in my study but are widely prevalent throughout the 
literature on out-of-school children, before concluding with a summary and 




This study is based on data from 104 semi-structured, one-on-one 
interviews with out-of-school children, their parents, local leaders and education 





The generalizability of findings has long been a point of concern and 
debate within the field of qualitative research (Small, 2009). While some argue 
that the intent of qualitative research is to “elucidate the particular” rather than to 
generalize information (Creswell, 2012, p. 157), others take a more moderate 
stance in recognizing that there are cases when one would want to generalize to 
explain broader social processes (Rubin & Rubin, 2011). Although my aim is not 
to make sweeping conclusions about how all out-of-school children and their 
parents view Western schooling in Sierra Leone, I adopt the latter stance that 
some potential generalizability of results is desired. Accordingly, I based site 
selection on obtaining a sample of sites that will enable me to analyze whether 
patterns hold across different rural contexts. I therefore purposively sampled three 
sites that vary on the parameter of school enrollment: a rural chiefdom with low 
school enrollment rates, a rural chiefdom with medium-level school enrollment 
rates, and a rural chiefdom with high school enrollment rates. By targeting 
settings that fall on a spectrum of average school participation rates, I hoped not 
only to capture the heterogeneity of rural locales but also to create a sample that is 
more representative of the wider population of out-of-school children in rural 
Sierra Leone (see Creswell, 2012; Maxwell, 2012; Small, 2009). This 
combination of extreme and typical case selection (LeCompte & Schensul, 2010) 
also allows for a comparison of parental attitudes depending on how widespread 
education is in that locality.  For example, parents of out-of-school children 
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residing in a chiefdom with high school participation rates may feel more 
stigmatized as negative “deviants” than similar parents in a chiefdom where 
education has not been established as a social norm. Representing a range of 
variation rather than agglomerating all rural localities thus enables me to discern 
whether results are indeed generalizable from one context to another.  
Using the 2004 Census data (Statistics Sierra Leone, 2004), I created GIS 
maps using ArcMap to select three sites that represent a range of educational 
attainment. Specifically, I selected Bunumbu chiefdom in Kailahun district, 
Bramaia chiefdom in Kambia district, and Nongoba Bullom chiefdom in Bonthe 
district as chiefdoms with high, medium and low school educational attainment 
rates respectively (see Figure 1 in the Appendix). The percentage of households 
who reported completing primary school was 30.03% in Bunumbu, 11.52% in 
Bramaia, and 6.78% in Nongoba Bullom. These sites also rank respectively in 
terms of overall socioeconomic development as measured by literacy, possession 
of a radio and access to electricity (see Table 8). The selection  
 
Table 8. Variation in characteristics across sites (% of households in parentheses) 
 Bunumbu Bramaia Nongoba 
Bullom 
























Source: Author’s calculations using 2004 Sierra Leone census data and the chiefdom of residence 
in 1990 that households reported (“migsl” variable). 
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of these sites has the additional benefit of being geographically dispersed: 
Bunumbu is in the Eastern province, Bramaia is in the Northern province and 
Nongoba Bullom is in the Western province.   
The distribution of interviews across these three sites is presented below in 
Table 9. Sixteen dyadic pairs of parents and children from the same family were  
 
Table 9. Interviews by type and site 
 # of 
parents/children 
(# of pairs in 
parentheses) 
# of local leaders 
# of teachers or 
education 
officials 
Total per site 
Bunumbu 26 (13 pairs) 3 1 30 
Bramaia 28 (14 pairs) 4 1 33 
Nongoba Bullom 32 (16 pairs) 5 1 38 
Freetown 0 0 3 3 
 TOTAL INTERVIEWS: 104 
 
interviewed in Nongoba Bullom, along with 13 pairs in Bunumbu and 14 pairs in 
Bramaia. I additionally interviewed three education officials in the capital of 
Freetown. To gather an understanding of the education efforts conducted by 
international agencies, the national government and smaller NGOs, I specifically 
chose one official who worked for UNICEF Sierra Leone, one for the Ministry of 
Education, and one for a local NGO. Parents, local leaders and teachers (with the 
exception of the three education officials from Freetown) were paid 5,000 leones 
(which corresponds to $1.25 USD), or an equivalent amount of rice in the case of 
Nongoba Bullom, for their time and participation in the study. The Paramount or 
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Section Chief decided the selection of money or rice as compensation during the 
introductory meeting upon my initial arrival at each site.   
 
Sample Selection 
Examining the spectrum of attitudes towards schooling presents a 
sampling challenge in that attitudes are a latent characteristic that is not externally 
observable. To resolve this issue, I applied a sequential interviewing technique of 
“case-based logic” (Small, 2009), which entailed me conducting as many 
interviews as I needed to confidently identify and conﬁrm different mechanisms 
affecting enrollment decisions. My point of saturation, in other words, depended 
on when I achieved a variation that captures the different reasons as to why 
children do not attend school. The exact number of interviews per site therefore 
varied depending on when I reached the point of saturation.  
Upon arrival at each site, I first met with the local chiefs to introduce 
myself and the purpose of my research study. The chiefs then called a community 
meeting, where I would again introduce myself, this time to the larger 
community, through the aid of a translator. Since out of school children are hard 
to recruit in that they are an “artificially bounded” category that lacks definitive 
group boundaries (LeCompte & Schensul, 2010), I recruited families within each 
of the three sites through a snowball sample beginning from families 
recommended by the local leaders. However, to mitigate any “key informant bias” 
that would come about from only interviewing one social network (Pelto & Pelto, 
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1975 in Maxwell, 2012), I used multiple points of departure for my within-site 
snowball samples by tapping into different networks of families, which was 
accomplished by sampling households from different neighborhoods and villages 
within one chiefdom site.  
Parents (or guardians)45 were selected as a main unit of analysis because 
research suggests it is the attitudes and financial standing of parents – and 
mothers in particular – that most influences school attendance in Sierra Leone 
(Leach, 1994; UNICEF, 2008). Furthermore, case studies from developing 
countries show that “the most important actors [in achieving universal primary 
education] are clearly parents” (Clemens, 2004, p. 31). Parents, and subsequently 
their children, were recruited based on their self-identification of having a child 
who is either not currently enrolled in school (i.e. “dropped out” of school) or has 
never attended school. In other words, children were selected to be from the same 
families as their parents or guardians. The average age of parents was 44.5 years 
old, and the average household had a total of 7.5 children in the household with 
2.5 children out-of-school. Out of the 43 parents who were interviewed, 24 were 
female and 19 were male. Table 10 and Figure 19 display this, along with other 
characteristics regarding parents. 
Rural, as opposed to urban, sites were chosen for two reasons: first, 
because the majority (over 60%) of the population in Sierra Leone lives in rural  
 
																																																								
45 I use the terms parents throughout this study to encompass guardians as well.  
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 Total count Percent 
Female 24 55.81 
Male 19 44.19 
TOTAL 43  
 
B. Marital status 
 
 Total count Percent 
Divorced 1 2.33 
Married 36 83.72 
Never married 1 2.33 
Widowed 5 11.63 




 Total count Percent 
Christian 24 55.81 
Muslim 19 44.19 




 Total count Percent 
Mende 24 55.81 
Susu 19 44.19 






Figure 19. Education level of parent interviewees  
 
 areas as of 2014 (CIA World Factbook, 2015); and second, because a plethora of 
literature has documented the higher rates of out of school children in non-urban 


























(by absolute numbers, n=43)



















(by absolute numbers, n=27)
Class from which child dropped out
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Geographical disparities also interact with gender disparities, as 12 to 14-year-old 
girls from rural areas are reported to be almost four times as likely as urban boys 
of the same age to be out of school (World Bank, 2007). I thus ensured that out-
of-school girls, who may not participate in school for altogether different reasons 
than boys (e.g. pregnancy and/or early marriage), were also well represented in 
my sample. Accordingly, 18 out of the 43 total children interviewed were girls. 
Besides ensuring a gender variation, I sampled both children who had 
never attended any school whatsoever, and children who had attended some 
school but then dropped out, under the rationale that the perceptions and 
experiences are likely to differ between these two groups of out-of-school 
children. For instance, it is possible for children who have never attended school 
to express more positive attitudes towards school than children who may have 
dropped out after a bad experience in school. For this reason, I wanted to ensure 
that both types of children would be represented. I also limited my study to 
children who are 8 years old or above because of the developmental difficulty of 
interviewing children younger than that, and because that is also the age (which 
equates to between Class 2 and 3) when primary enrollment figures show a 
precipitous drop for both genders (see Figure 20). 
Although studies show that children in Sierra Leone who have “never 
been to school by age 13 are unlikely to ever enter school” (World Bank, 2007, p. 
53), the disruptive effect of the war on education has led to higher incidences of 
overage children. For this reason, I extended my target age to also include older 
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Primary grade class 
 
Figure 20. Primary school enrollment in Sierra Leone in 2011 by gender 
Source: Author’s calculations using data from Ministry of Education, Science and Technology 
(Sierra Leone MOEST, 2012) 
 
children up to the age of 18 years old. Moreover, older children may drop out of 
school for different reasons than younger children, such as pregnancy or dropping 
out of school to enter secret societies at about 14 to 15 years of age (UNICEF, 
2008; Rajkotia, 2008). This distinction essentially creates four categories of out-
of-school children for my study: 1) younger children aged 8-12 who have never 
attended school; 2) younger children aged 8-12 who dropped out of primary  
school; 3) older children between 13-18 who have never attended school; and 4) 
older children between 13-18 who dropped out of primary school (see Table 11).  
Although the original intent was to interview parents and children separately so 
they will not reciprocally influence each other’s responses, this was for the most 
part not culturally accepted. Most parents were therefore present while their 





























between 13-18 TOTAL 
Never attended school 13 4 17 
Dropped out of 
primary school 8 18 26 
TOTAL 21 22 43 
 
 
In addition to interviewing out-of-school children and their parents, I 
interviewed local leaders (e.g. Paramount Chiefs, Section Chiefs, Town Chiefs, 
Townspeakers, etc.) because prior anthropological studies show these figures to 
be the most relevant sources of traditional authority in rural Sierra Leonean 
societies who may be instrumental in whether a local community adapts to the 
changes of modernity (Leach, 1994; Jackson, 2004). Incorporating the voices of 
local leaders also helps to account for trends in the community and better 
contextualize parental views.  Finally, one primary school teacher was 
interviewed at each site, along with three education officials in the capital of 
Freetown. This aided in understanding the local programs and policies that are in 
place to reach out-of-school children. 
In total, this amounted to interviews with 86 children and parents (or 43 
pairs), in addition to twelve local leaders, and six teachers and education officials. 
I also conducted one focus group with four secondary school students in 
Bunumbu to gain a sense of how older children perceive and experience upper 
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levels of schooling. Either I, or my partner who is a fellow education doctoral 
student at New York University, conducted the interviews. Interviews took place 
through the assistance of locally recruited translators, and were held either at the 
interviewee’s home, or at a public meeting place like outdoor community areas. 
 
Interview Protocol and Analysis 
My interview protocol was designed to probe the host of influences that go 
into a family’s attitudes towards education. As Swidler (1986) forcefully argued, 
values may be an important piece that contributes to how “strategies of action” 
are formed, but it is only one fraction of a larger analysis of why some children 
might not participate in school. Consequently, interview questions were oriented 
towards asking about structural as well as personal factors so as to gain “a 
systematic view of the dynamic interactions between culture and social structure” 
(Swidler, 1986, p. 283). There are a host of challenges in directly measuring 
attitudes – primarily in overcoming barriers such as inadmissibility and self-
incrimination (Oppenheim, 1992).  Because interview questions regarding 
attitudes are easily subject to the bias of self-reporting, my interview protocol 
combined self-reported responses with measures based on performing objective 
tasks (Cook & Selltiz, 1964) to access explicit and implicit attitudes towards 
education. Although “low-tech” deliberative implicit attitude measures were 
considered (Wittenbrink & Schwarz, 2007), I deemed these methods that rely 
heavily on a certain mastery of language to be culturally inappropriate in the 
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context of rural Sierra Leone where many respondents have limited English 
language skills. Instead, my interview protocol was interspersed with “projective 
tests” such as Thematic Apperception Tests to gauge implicit attitudes and 
motivation (Wittenbrink & Schwarz, 2007; McLeod, 2009). For instance, 
interviewees were presented with ambiguous pictures about school and modernity 
or questions posing contradictory situations that they then had to respond to. The 
objective of these tests was to indirectly measure a person’s attitudes through the 
views and opinions they project onto the picture or question prompt. These tests 
and protocol were piloted and tested upon first arrival in the country to confirm 
cultural sensitivity and appropriateness, before being shortened, finalized and 
used in practice. Finally, names were not collected to ensure anonymity, and oral 
informed consent was obtained all interviewees before conducting any interview. 
Written consent was not possible as most interviewees were illiterate and 
incapable of writing their name. All interviews were recorded and transcribed 
before being analyzed using Nvivo 10. 
Using grounded theory rather than pre-determined codes (Glaser & 
Strauss, 2009), I did not go into the study with a preconceived theory or set of 
theories to test or confirm. Rather, I engaged in an iterative process of writing 
analytical memos throughout the interviewing, transcribing and analysis process, 
as I continuously reflected on themes and theories that seemed to be emerging 
from the data. This occurred in tandem with constructing a codebook that was 
edited to separate perceptions from experiences of schooling, with sub-codes 
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under each. I also created a codebook to code the different barriers to schooling 
under the domains of household or structural constraints, before running simple 
queries on these codes to tabulate frequencies and look for larger themes. Matrix 
queries were also performed to search for patterns in the variation of responses by 
site, gender and age of children.  
 
Limitations 
That said, there are limitations to this study that must be noted. First of all, 
despite employing a snowball sampling strategy from multiple points of 
departure, there is still the issue of self-selection, where participating interviewees 
may not be representative of the larger population because of unobservable 
characteristics that led them to self-select into the study. For example, it is 
possible that my responses are more biased towards positive perceptions of 
schooling, as the participants who would be willing to interact and consent to a 
study with a foreigner are the ones who have more favorable attitudes towards 
Western influences and schooling in the first place. 
Second, it is possible that interviewees censored themselves to say what 
they thought either I, or the translator who worked with me, wanted to hear. Many 
parents, for example, may choose to self-censor instead of admitting that they do 
not value school. This may be of particular concern since in two of the sites, the 
translator was also a local school teacher, which may have led some participants – 
particularly the children – to express positive sentiments towards school. 
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However, I attempted to address this issue by asking questions in multiple, 
depersonalized ways. For example, in addition to asking whether a parent wants 
his/her child to go to school and why, I would ask the same question framed 
around other community members. Certainly, there were cases where parents 
would say that they valued education but others in the community do not. This 
allowed me to probe for reasons why “other” families do not value education – 
reasons that may not have surfaced had I not done so.  
Working through translators presents an additional limitation in and of 
itself in that my responses are filtered through the words and lenses of the 
translators. Although all translators were asked to stick as closely to the actual 
words of the interviewee as possible, it is still possible that some responses might 
be colored by the interpretation or vocabulary of the translator. I did, however, try 
to attenuate this concern by employing two different translators at each site, with 
the exception of Nongoba Bullom where there were three translators in total. This 
way, I could at least ensure some variation in translation and interpretation.  
As previously mentioned, most parents and children were also present for 
each other’s interviews due to cultural custom. This may be a drawback, 
particularly for the child interviews since children may have felt pressured to 
censor their responses in front of their parents, or to echo their parents’ responses. 
That said, I was surprised by how often children did not simply confirm their 
parents answers. There was one instance in Bunumbu, for example, where a 
mother stated her son dropped out of school because they could not afford to pay 
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the school fees. When the child was subsequently interviewed, he clarified that 
this was not the whole truth. Through tears that had welled in his eyes, he 
revealed that he did not want to return to school because he was getting “flogged” 
by the teachers at school because his mother did not have the money to pay the 
school fees. Furthermore, parents often expressed surprise over how their children 
felt about not going to school because nobody had ever asked their children that 
before.  
 Finally, as is the case with all studies based only on interviews without 
observations, there is the concern that stated beliefs do not translate into actual 
practice. I tried to address this shortcoming first by employing implicit projective 
measures of attitudes, as mentioned in the previous section. I further included 
hypothetical questions in my interview protocol as another way to understand 
how much parents prioritized education, such as by asking if parents would rather 
have a child who got educated but could not find a job afterwards, or a child who 
did not attend school but ended up becoming a successful businessperson. Finally, 
I attempted to approximate what parents would realistically do by probing parents 
to be as specific and concrete as possible. For instance, when a parent responded 
they wanted to send their child to school, I would ask what their exact plan and 
timeline for doing so was. Nevertheless, I consider this disconnect between 





 Results from interview data show that the main reasons for children either 
never attending or leaving school are the interrelated issues of household poverty 
and the unaffordable expenses associated with school. Other general constraints 
include parental death or illness, and wanting to attend Qur’anic schools in the 
short run. Finally, peer pressure and flogging surfaced as additional reasons for 
why some children choose to leave school. These barriers are detailed below.  
 
General Barriers to School Participation 
I: In your village, what are some things that make it difficult for 
children to go to school? 
P: Poverty.  
I: Any other reasons? 
P: Poverty is the root cause of everything. After poverty, the worst 
thing is death.  
(Parent from Bramaia chiefdom)46 
At first blush, results from the interviews confirm prior studies that cite household 
poverty as the most referenced barrier to school attendance (United Nations, 
2013). Out of a total of 101 interviews with parents, children and local leaders, 
about half cite poverty or hunger as a reason why children do not attend school 
(see Table 12). For example, when asked what are some things now that make it 
difficult for children to go to school, one parent responded, “It is difficult to me 																																																								
46 All interview quotes throughout the dissertation come from qualitative interviews and a focus 
group conducted with out-of-school children, their parents, local leaders and education officials 
between February 24, 2014 and April 1, 2014. In the block quotes, “P” denotes parent, “C” 
denotes child, “L” denotes local leader, “T” denotes teacher, and “I” denotes interviewer. All 
quotations are purposefully in its original form and were therefore not edited for grammatical 
correctness.  
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because of the monetary affairs of poverty. That is the only reason why it is 
difficult to send my children to school.” Specifically, parents across all three sites 
indicated a lack of money being the primary reason why their children could not 
attend school: “We don’t have money to support our children [so] there are no 
ways and means to continue sending our children to school.” In fact, one mother’s 
hands and voice trembled after being given her stipend for the interview (of what 
amounts to $1.25 USD) because it was the first time she had ever touched money. 
Another 65-year-old father of a 12-year-old boy who has never attended school in 
Bramaia responded: 
P: Since I was born, I have never kept any amount of money with 
the exception of that little house over there with the zinc [roof].  
I: Did you buy that zinc? 
P: I bought that zinc but with a very minimal sum. Even right now, 
the roof is not okay. Since I was born, that was the first money I 
got in this world. 
I: How did you get that money? 
P: Through rice farming. I was very strong. It is an old second 
hand zinc that I bought. 
I: That’s great you were able to get that. 
P: But I have no other money.  
 
Farming families in particular intimated the challenges of impecuniosity. 
Although many families spoke of selling small surplus amounts of food from their 
farming or fishing activities at local trade fairs, this source of income is both 
insufficient and inconsistent. The father of a ten-year-old boy who has never 
attended school explained, “We are farmers and we deal with seasonal crops. 
Seasonal crops like rice, millet, groundnut that happens once every year. If you 
fail, well you fail for good. So that is the problem…[along with] weather changes. 
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Table 12.  Barriers to attending schooling from qualitative interviews 
Domain Code Description Frequency (total n=101) 
Household 
constraints 
   
 Can't pass exam Child(ren) cannot attend school because he/she cannot 
pass the national exam. 
1 
 Child is working Child(ren) cannot attend school because family needs 
child to work either at home or on farm, or for money. 
1 
 Disobey parents or parents 
away 
Child(ren) does not attend school because he/she 
disobeys parents wishes and orders, or because the child 
lacks supervision since the parents are away.  
2 
 Doesn't like school Child(ren) does not attend school because of a particular 
problem with the school or teacher(s). 
4 
 Girl child Child(ren) cannot attend school because the child is a 
girl.  
2 
 Initiation into secret society Child(ren) cannot attend school because he/she wants to 
or has been initiated. 
8 
 Peer pressure Child(ren) experience general peer influence to not 
attend or drop out of school because of peer pressure to 
do things like drink, gamble, use drugs or go “dancing.” 
13 
 Poverty or hunger Child(ren) cannot attend school because of general 
poverty or “hunger” of family. 
54 
 Pregnancy prevents boy Boy child cannot attend school because of impregnating 
a girl. 
3 
 Pregnancy prevents girl Girl child cannot attend school because of pregnancy. 9 
 Sick or dead parent Child(ren) cannot attend school because of a sick or 
death of a parent. 
14 
 Wants to attend Qur’anic 
school 
Child(ren) cannot attend school it is more preferable for 
him/her to learn the Qur’an and attend Qur’anic school. 
9 
 Does not value school Child(ren) does not attend school the parent/child does 




   
 Can’t pay for exam Child(ren) cannot attend school because family cannot 
pay exam fees or  
4 
 School fees Child(ren) cannot attend school because family cannot 
afford school fees. 
21 
 Community teacher Child(ren) cannot attend school because family cannot 
afford required stipends for community teachers. 
21 
 Other school expenses Child(ren) cannot attend school because family cannot 
afford other school expenses such as books, bookbag, 
shoes and uniforms for the child. 
20 
 Distance Child(ren) cannot attend school because the distance to 
school is too great.  
2 
 ''Flogged'' Child(ren) does not attend school because was flogged 
in school and does not want to return.  
6 
 Lack of teachers Child(ren) does not attend school because of a lack of 
teachers at the local school.  
1 
 Child rights Child(ren) does not attend school because parents can no 
longer force children to go to school due to child rights 
campaigns. 
7 
 School infrastructure or 
quality 
Child(ren) does attend school because of poor conditions 
at the school either in terms of infrastructure or quality 
of instruction.  
0 
Note: Frequency counts are not mutually exclusive. In other words, it is possible for one household 
to cite multiple constraints, so that the total does not add up to the total number of interviewees.  
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There are some emerging bushes that don’t grow as usual. Now it’s all becoming 
a savannah. It’s becoming more dry...[since] about ten years ago.”	In a country 
where about half of the population still engages in subsistence farming (CIA 
World Factbook, 2015), the unpredictability of farming yields, coupled with the 
gradual climate change, is making it even harder for parents to support their 
children and households. 	
Even those who are employed are not impervious to poverty. One local 
carpenter who makes bedframes and dressers in the village of Kukuna of Bramaia 
chiefdom explained why his thirteen-year-old daughter had to drop out of school 
after only attending one year: 
P: You can see in terms of the job, it is very very hard.  
I: How often do you sell a bed? 
P: It has taken one month up until now, and no sales. With this, we 
cannot afford to educate our child.  
 
Although he is one of the few participants who can officially report being 
employed, he still struggles to earn a living to support his children and family. In 
cases like his, occupational status does not necessarily equate to financial 
stability.  
Poverty moreover means what little money a family earns has to be 
prioritized for food. A local leader in Nongoba Bullom who is also a parent 
explained this relationship between poverty, school and food:  
I want to send my child to school. And I have to go to work to feed 
them. But there is no food... I have to go to work even before we 




Unsurprisingly, the difficulty of obtaining money is intertwined with the need to 
first secure food, both of which must be prioritized before sending a child to 
school. This is particularly exacerbated in the periods after rice harvests are 
depleted, as described by another parent in Nongoba Bullom: “So far, we can only 
be happy, like the dry season, when we get a good harvest from rice, then we do 
not pay much money. [But] the moment the rice harvests and gets finished, we 
have to purchase rice at 1,000 leones per cup. So everyday we are in debt. And it 
is poverty that blocks me from not sending my children to school.” With the 
increasing price of rice and other staples, food security is an aspect of poverty that 
contributes to many families’ inability to enroll their children in school.  
While some families are able to afford school expenses in the short-run, 
unforeseen incidentals such as the need to build or fix a home, or having 
additional children, forces many parents to have to withdraw their children from 
school. In Bramaia chiefdom for instance, one father’s reason for his son leaving 
school was that, “I built a house. That house over there is mine, so I have no other 
money to spend again.” Another fourteen-year-old boy dropped out of Class 3 
once his parents had more children. As his father elucidated, “I started paying 
school fees but after the family has grown, I stopped because I have to feed the 
rest of the family, otherwise we will not survive.” The continuous struggle of not 
only feeding growing families, but also providing shelter, leaves parents with few 
resources to pay for school expenditures.  
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These responses about the household constraint of poverty underscore the 
second most referenced, and perhaps more important, barrier to school enrollment 
– the structural constraint of school fees. It is not just poverty per se that decreases 
school participation; specifically, it is that primary school is not truly free in 
practice. Although the government has ostensibly eliminated school fees in 
accordance to the Education Act of 2004, a majority of families reported a need to 
pay unpredictable amounts of school fees in order to enroll in school. One parent 
in Bunumbu, for example, explained that she pays school fees once a month: 
I: About how much every month? 
P: 6,000. There is no definite amount. Sometimes they say pay 
10,000. 5,000. 6,000. 2,000. For certain contributions. So those 
who don’t have that money to pay, their children have to stay at 
home. All this is because of poverty. They say education is without 
costs. But it’s not free.  
 
Not only do parents have to pay school fees, there is a large variation in the 
amount that parents report having to give. In contrast to the varying amounts the 
above parent reports paying in Bunumbu, most parents in Nongoba Bullom report 
paying 4,000 leones per term. At any rate, it is the mismatch between an 
education policy that states school is free in theory but not in reality that most 
prevents children from participating in school.  
One point worth noting though is the disparity in how school fees are 
defined. For some parents, school fees means the registration fees they have to 
pay at the beginning of the school year. When probed about what encompasses 
school fees, one mother in Bunumbu clarified that she does not pay “school fees” 
but rather a “10,000 per year for registration.” This contrasts with another mother 
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whose children attends a different primary school in the same village reporting 
that she pays a 5,000 leone registration fee. Sometimes, this money also includes 
participation in school feeding schemes:  
P: Every term I pay 5,000 leones so 15,000 for a year.  
I: Do you know what this is used for? 
P: …to pay for the food for WFP [World Food Programme].  
I: You have to pay money for WFP? 
P: Yes, for food ingredients. They will supply bulgur, beans and 
oil. Schools are responsible for other things, but parents are 
responsible to add to that. 
 
About one fifth of interviewees also spoke of having to pay stipends for 
community teachers who are not on government payroll. One parent in Nongoba 
Bullom reported, “We are paying school fees. 5,000 leones every month…for the 
community teachers who are not on payroll.” Although such stipends are 
supposed to be voluntary in nature, parents related that many schools require the 
payment of these stipends as a condition to attend school. That said, some parents 
qualified that these requests are not without reason:  
They are not just requesting money from the parents. They are 
doing it for a reason because our country does not have enough 
money, and school will not run without money. Only when parents 
pay this money, the children will get more education…we don’t 
blame them that there is no money in the school. Sometimes, some 
teachers teach, [but] they do not pay them monthly. It is the parents 
that contribute to give them a small token.  	
Parents did not therefore express resentment or anger over the stipends. Instead, 
there is widespread understanding that these stipends are necessary because 
teachers, often even government contracted ones, are not receiving a salary as 
they should be.  
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 Finally, just as many participants pinpointed miscellaneous school 
expenses as a main obstacle to school attendance. Although there are many NGOs 
such as World Vision assisting families throughout the country with school 
supplies, many households still cited their inability to afford these materials as a 
reason why their child could not attend school. When asked if there are other 
costs to schooling that she has to bear, one mother in Nongoba Bullom recounted 
that she “has to pay for the shoes, uniforms, school bag” that amounts to about 
50,000 leones per year. Another father in Bunumbu estimated that he pays about 
250,000 a year for all school related expenses, which in addition to uniforms and 
shoes includes having to buy exercise books and even socks. Even if a family is 
fortunate enough to receive assistance through an NGO, these programs are 
limited both in terms of geographic and temporal coverage. Action Aid, for 
example, was at one point assisting families in the villages of Kukuna and Kabaya 
in Bramaia chiefdom, but they have since then left to help “needier” villages that 
are more remote. A primary school teacher in Bunumbu also added that, “IRC and 
Save the Children used to do that but only if your school is chosen. They don’t do 
it for all schools. If yours is chosen, they will supply some teaching and learning 
materials for the children. But if your school is not chosen, there is nothing.” 
When asked if children could attend school without books, uniforms or 
schoolbags, one parent in Bunumbu responded that,” just one day, two days, three 
days they will allow it. But after that no more…They will drive and send the child 
home.” Indeed, one nine-year-old boy recounted having to drop out of Class 1 
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because “I got my uniform spoiled. It was torn and tattered.” Without a uniform, 
the child continued, “They would allow you to go maybe a week. After a week 
they want you to fall in line with the other children. Because if you don’t have 
uniform, you are spotted out. You would not be very comfortable.” The fact that 
schools require parents to purchase uniforms, shoes and supplies further impedes 
the attendance of many children.  
Besides poverty and school costs, another commonly cited household 
constraint that prevents children from either never attending school, or forces 
children to have to leave school, is parental death or sickness. Although this study 
does not confirm other research that identifies orphans as more likely to be 
exploited or exposed to violence and abuse (Phil & Lamin, 2006; Foord & Paine, 
2005), interviews do show that the death or sickness of one or both parents is a 
major factor constricting many children from attending school. When asked why 
he stopped going to school, one twelve-year-old boy in Bunumbu put it plainly, 
“When I reached Class 5, my father who was sponsoring me or supporting me 
died…	when he died, there was no support…[because] my mother is [also] not 
well.” Another 14-year-old-girl in Bramaia who dropped out in the final year of 
primary school explained that she had to leave school when “my father was 
seriously ill and the money we got from our trading was used to buy medicine for 
my late father.” Her mother later added, “at that time, her father was seriously 
sick and the money I got from my trading, I could not attend to the medical fees 
and also pay for [her] school affairs…	The father is dead and now I am the only 
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one to sponsor her, and there is no money to give.” Women, in particular, 
expressed difficulties in taking care of the family when their husbands become ill. 
A 54-year-old mother of four children in Nongoba Bullom described her 
situation:  
The man I married is sick. I am now supporting the children and I 
am a woman. I am not doing a business…I am not able to send all 
the children to school because I am not able to help them as I am 
alone…Even the house that we are in presently is not in good 
condition. If my husband is well, he also can take the responsibility 
of the children. He can be able to prepare the place…but because 
he is sick…the responsibility lies on me.  	
In addition to not having the financial means to send all of her children to school, 
this mother struggles to take care of their house along with her sick husband. Such 
occurrences also often lead to children having to assist with more of the 
household chores. For instance, one 12-year-old boy in Nongoba Bullom who has 
never attended school explained how he has to “fetch water, bring wood and do 
other domestic work” since his mother is sick and his father passed away. One 
barrier, such as the death or illness of a parent, can thus lead to other constraints 
like financial difficulty and the need for children to take on more domestic 
responsibilities. Moreover, these incidences may also have rippling effects on the 
larger extended family unit. The uncle of the same 12-year-old boy illustrated 
how “one of my elder brothers died and left eight children. I have [now] taken the 
responsibility of their schooling…[and] that is very difficult,” especially when he 
has his own children to care for as well.  
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Many households, particularly in the chiefdom of Nongoba Bullom, also 
reported wanting to pursue Qur’anic education as a reason for not enrolling their 
children in government schools. One 12-year-old boy who has never attended 
formal school explained that he should first learn the Qur’an and Arabic before 
going to school in order “to deviate from bad actions or bad habits…[such as] 
drink[ing] too much…or creat[ing] havoc [and being] wicked to others.” Another 
12-year-old boy who dropped out of the local primary school in Class 5 after his 
father died said he left school “to complete learning the Qur’an...[because] the 
Qur’an offers next world benefits.” He noted, however, the importance of both 
types of schooling and added, “After completion of the Qur’an, I will go back to 
[government] school.” Although some parents admitted that a main incentive of 
sending their children to Qur’anic instead of government schools is because the 
Qur’anic schools are free, most parents also expressed similar desires of wanting 
their children to learn the Qur’an before attending government school. One father, 
who attended Qur’anic school himself as a child because his family lacked the 
funds to send him to government school, explained the reason for his children 
being in Qur’anic schools as such:  
P: The reason is, it's not that I do not want them to go to school. As 
they are small yet, I want them to get understanding of the Qur’an 
better before I send them.  
I: At about what age do you think you'll send the kids? 
P: Exactly at the age of 12 years…Right now, my principle, or idea 
through the Qur’anic reading, is that you have to sit the way of 
God first. You put the child first to know something about God 
before leaving him or her to attend to the world.  
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The two forms of schooling do not therefore have to be mutually exclusive or 
conflicting. In fact, most parents who send their children to Qur’anic school want 
their children to complete both forms of schooling, as has been found to also be 
the case in other parts of the world like Afghanistan (Burde, 2014). One parent in 
Bramaia, who initially affirmed the utility of learning English over Arabic in 
Sierra Leone, then acknowledged: 
P: Qur’anic education is very very important because it teaches 
somebody how to know God and your religion.  
I: Do you think children should go to both English and Qur’anic 
school? 
P: Yes. 
I: Is that possible? 
P: It could be. In the evening they learn the Qur’an. 
 
A child can thus simultaneously attend the government school by day, and the 
Qur’anic school by night. A local primary school teacher explained how their 
school even accommodates Qur’anic school-educated children by placing them 
directly into Class 3 because of their “maturity” and “sense.” Although it may 
seem as if Qur’anic schools hinder children from attending government school in 
the short run, parents and children recognize the value in both, and want a 
pathway by which both forms of education can be obtained. Similar to other 
contexts where Qur’anic schools have been found to not only be more accessible 
to families but also to contribute to children’s literacy, school readiness and 
political knowledge (Burde, Middleton & Wahl, 2015; Bleck, 2015), interviewees 
in this study corroborated that Qur’anic schools can, in the least, foster the 
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socioemotional and academic skills necessary for students to transition into and 
succeed in government schools.  
 
Additional Reasons for Leaving School 
 Another major demand-side barrier to schooling is the presence of peer 
influence among youth to leave school, as cited by both children and adults. 
When asked about why some children in the community do not attend school, the 
Town Chief of Bunumbu replied, “Because at times their peer groups…they 
follow those who do not go to school. The one who does not go to school 
influences the ones who go to school…[and instead] they just roam about.” 
Whereas some may blame parents for not disciplining their children, a mother of a 
boy who dropped out of school made it clear that “some of the children are not 
disciplined because they do not listen to the advice their parents give them…	
Parents try but some children do not participate…	Some of the children who 
disobey their parents and don’t listen to their advice, they listen to their friends, 
their peer groups.” The strength of peer networks thus seems at times to 
overpower parental control and authority. Another mother in Bramaia clarified 
that these influences peak at around “the age of thirteen.	[For	girls]	after she has 
been initiated into sexual intercourse, she will not regard anybody. For boys, it’s 
the same age. This peer group involves them in gambling and drinking.”  
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Children confirmed parental reports of such peer influences. One sixteen-
year-old boy who participated in a focus group illuminated the pressure he felt 
from his cousin during primary school:  
When I was in primary school, at that time I was very serious. One 
member of my family sometimes comes and says ‘there is a club 
coming, we need to visit.’ … I even told him that when there is 
time, we can go…but he [still] tried to convince me and bring me 
into it.		
It therefore seems common for boys in particular to feel pressure to leave school 
and “roam”, gamble, drink or go clubbing. When asked how prevalent this is in 
their community of Bunumbu, the four boys who were part of the focus group 
estimated that this affects about 15% of youth, though this approximation includes 
children who are swayed to leave junior secondary and secondary school as well, 
not just primary school. Another fourteen-year-old male interviewee explained the 
similar pressure he faced that ultimately led him to leave school:  
I have some friends who do not go to school. When I leave school 
and come home, they force me to join them, and I joined them. So 
with that group, I decided to drop so I can join them fully… In the 
peer group, we drink. Our leader in the peer group, whenever we 
go dance, he buys us a few pints. Sometimes he offers me 
cigarettes, but I say no. 
 
Although gambling, drinking, dancing and smoking are common activities that 
these boys seem to engage in upon leaving school, the same boy went on to 
explain that he and his friends also spend the day working and making money: 
There is a buying agent who buys cocoa. In the afternoon, he 
employs us and in the evening he gives us something. So when we 
are doing that, we cannot listen to our parents because we are 
attracted by the job. So I want to leave this place so that attraction 
will not happen to me again.  
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It is the lure of making up to 10,000 leones per day (equivalent to $2.50 USD), 
which far surpasses what most parents reported making from selling goods from 
their farm at trade fairs, that most entices him and his friends to not attend school 
and work for the buying agent instead.  
 Despite most peer effects being characterized as negative in nature, it is 
important to remember the possibility for peer influence to be positive as well.47 
One thirteen-year-old boy in Bramaia who has never attended government school 
said it is because of observing his peers that he too yearns to participate in school:   	
I: You said you’ve never attended school. Do you want to attend 
school? 
C: Yes, my peers, when they come from school they explain what 
is in school. The good things about school. So that made me to 
admire them… 
I: What did they say that made you want to go to school? 
C: They talked about what the teachers are doing for them. And 
what they learn in school. They explain the lessons they learned 
that particular day to me.  
I: What’s an example of something they explained to you? 
C: ABC’s. 123. And social studies.  
 
In this sense, the effect of peer influences can be mixed – it can either 
negatively diminish or positively increase children’s desire to participate in 
school.  
It is also worth noting that peer pressure appears to vary directly with the 
level of development of a community. Recall that Bunumbu is the most 
socioeconomically developed, followed respectively by Bramaia and Nongoba 																																																								
47 Although I first considered separate sub-codes for positive versus negative peer pressure, the 
two were ultimately collapsed since there was only one such counterexample across my 
interviews.  
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Bullom. References to peer pressure are accordingly the highest in Bunumbu, 
followed by Bramaia and Nongoba Bullom, which has no such references (see  
Figure 21). In contrast to trends for household poverty or the illness of a parent, 




Figure 21. Select barriers to school participation across sample sites 
 
 
relationship between peer effects and the development of a community seems to 
be a positive one. In other words, the more developed a community is, the more 
likely it is for youth to experience the negative peer effect of not attending school.    
Another often cited barrier is the structural constraint of getting flogged by 
teachers or administrators at school. For example, one 13-year-old girl in 





















money teachers requested. Another 12-year-old boy from Bunumbu who dropped 
out of Class 5 said: 
C: The reason for me to stop going to school [is because] my 
mother has a loan to pay the school which is the cost of 10,000 for 
studies…[so] they usually beat me for the bill that I have to pay. 
This makes me to go away. 
I: They beat you? 
C: Yes. They beat me for such amount of money I have to pay. 
When I go to school without the money, I have the lashes.  
 
Other children also reported getting flogged for tardiness. One 15-year-old girl in 
Nongoba Bullom cited her reason for dropping out of Class 5 three years ago as 
being flogged for arriving to school late after finishing her domestic chores at 
home: “I was staying in the house when it was time for others to go to school 
[because] they [my parents] give me tasks to do at home. I would not finish the 
work until after lunch. So when I got to school after lunch, they have to flog me. 
So this worried me and I decided to never attend school again.” The punishment 
of getting flogged for being late was enough to cause this girl to leave school 
altogether. Lastly, a 13-year-old girl in Bramaia explained how she left school 
because she refused to carry out her teacher’s demands to do his personal errands: 
“I stopped going to school because the teacher asked me to go and fetch water, I 
refused. And he asked me to cook food for him, I refused. And he asked me to 
launder his clothes, and since this didn’t go down well with the teacher, he 
flogged me. I decided to leave school.” Although most children and parents 
endorsed “some flogging” in school as a positive form of discipline for children 
not to be “wayward,” these interviews suggest that for some children, excessive 
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flogging, even though it has been banned, can still be a deterrent that leads them 
to leave school. This confirms prior studies that identify corporal punishment as a 
reason for students dropping out (UNICEF, 2008; Coinco, 2007), in addition to 
showing the persistence of the practice.  
 As children develop different reasons for not wanting to attend school, 
such as peer pressure or wanting to avoid corporal punishment at school, parents 
are also finding it increasingly difficult to urge their child to attend school due to 
the government’s new enforcement of human rights. Parents across all three sites 
attributed their child’s out-of-school status to the child rights campaigns that the 
government has carried out in their communities. Unlike the school sensitization 
campaigns that were conducted by organizations like Action Aid and UNICEF 
using drama and songs, interviewees, such as the Town Chief of Bramaia, 
described the government’s human rights campaigns as: “The officers just come 
and explain what they want the people to do. Or they advise [us] what not to do, 
and what to do...	[They	say]	don’t do this, don’t do this, don’t do this. If you do 
this, [the] government is going to punish you.” And if one does not abide by these 
new human rights laws, “they would take you to the police and police would take 
you to prison,” added the Local Councilor.  
 One effect of the human rights campaign is that it has positively 
empowered women and decreased cases of domestic violence. As explained by a 
mother of nine in Bunumbu, “In the olden days, women were marginalized. They 
were bullied by their husbands.” In contrast, there is now a reciprocal relationship 
		 184 
where “women are now obeying their husbands and husbands are obeying their 
women.” That said, she goes on to explain that a negative effect that has also 
resulted from the human rights campaign is a lack of respect on the part of youth: 
“A lot of these young guys do not respect the elderly ones. They do not obey. 
Discipline is weak. They don’t take advice.” Though well intentioned in principle, 
these campaigns have also resulted in children feeling empowered to defy their 
parents. One father of a 12 year-old boy in Bramaia who has never attended 
school put it bluntly, “Human rights is responsible for the disobedience of 
children to their parents.” Whereas parents used to apply corporal punishment to 
discipline their children, parents are now accepting that that is considered a crime. 
Another father of four children in Bramaia explained that, “we have been used to 
telling our children to go and do something. And if he refuses, we flog him so he 
will listen.” However, the “human rights [campaign] has taught us that if you flog 
your son, you are doing a bad crime.” Consequently, the father continues, “it’s 
very hard to control children.” Another parent added that not only does the 
inability to apply force makes it harder for him to control his children, he used to 
“beat children for them to stop their bad habits. So if they stop us from beating 
children, that means the children will continue their bad habits.”  
 More so than just bad habits however is the fact some parents are now 
finding that they cannot ensure their child attends school if he or she does not 
desire to do so. A mother in Bunumbu whose 12-year-old son inexplicably 
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stopped attending school in Class 5 explains how she has been stripped of her 
power to “force” him to go to school:  
The human rights orders the improvements to the parents, to say 
you cannot force your child to go to school. You only talk to him 
because he or she has a right to do what she wants to. So at the end 
of the day you impose any force on your particular child on the 
education system or whatsoever you want him or her to do for you, 
when you use force on them, they take you to human rights. That is 
the reason children are being wayward.   
 
While this mother would have once “forced” her child to go to school, she can no 
longer do so within the constraints of the new human rights decree. Indeed, 
Article 33.1 of the 2007 Child Rights Act in Sierra Leone states that, “No person 
shall subject a child to torture or other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or 
punishment including any cultural practice which dehumanises or is injurious to 
the physical and mental welfare of a child.” A father of five children in Nongoba 
Bullom confirmed that, “there is a law here in our country that we have the child's 
right, or child abuse. So whatever the child wants, you would never force him or 
her to do something. So if you decide to discipline him, like force him or her to go 
to school, if you flog them, they have the tendency to take you to court, and you 
suffer for that.” In the face of these newfound child rights though, this father feels 
similarly powerless to discipline his children as he once would have. As 
recapitulated by a father in a smaller village in Bramaia chiefdom, “there are 
some changes that are not good but you just have to adapt because the 
government says so.” Across all three sites, parents were thus resigned to being 
caught in between what they see as unruly and disrespectful children on one hand, 
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and an unwavering new statute that strips them of their former parenting 
techniques without offering any alternatives for disciplinary action on the other. 
One father of a 9-year-old boy in Bunumbu sums it up in this way: “The children 
don’t respect us, they don’t take our advice. That is the wrong side of this 
civilization. But it is where we have to go with it because it won’t change.” 
 
Un-cited Constraints to Schooling 
It is also worth noting the commonly believed barriers that households did 
not frequently cite. Namely, while my quantitative analysis showed distance as 
one of the main barriers to attending school, this emerged as a constraint in only 
two interviews with parents. In fact, many interviewees spoke of the positive 
work that the government and NGOs have done in making schools more 
accessible in the rural areas through school construction projects. For example, a 
teacher in Nongoba Bullom pointed to how there are 17 schools in Nongoba 
Bullom now compared to two prior to the civil war. That said, some parents who 
live in more remote villages farther from the larger villages where schools are 
located still highlight distance as a challenge. A mother in Nongoba Bullom who 
lives two miles away from the nearest school said, “The distance makes the 
children not to go to school.” Another parent in a neighboring village lamented, 
“if government can give us the chance [and] think of building a school structure 
here, it would be an advantage to us.” Such comments lend strength to the 
Ministry of Education’s strategic decision to “ensure every community has a 
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primary school within 2.4 km (1.5 mile) radius” (Government of Sierra Leone, 
2010). Nevertheless, it seems from these three sites that the recent school 
construction projects led by NGOs have positively impacted school enrollment to 
make distance less pressing of an issue for the majority of households.  
Equality in girls’ education often comes up as another critical issue in the 
international education and development arena, particularly in light of how Goal 2 
of the Education for All framework targets girls as a subgroup for whom to 
increase primary school access (UNESCO, 2015a).  UNICEF (2015b) estimates 
that 31 million girls of primary school age were still out of school as of 2012, 
with sub-Saharan Africa having only 2 out of 35 countries having reached gender 
parity. Within this literature, child marriage and “strong cultural norms favoring 
boys’ education when a family has limited resources” frequently surface as 
barriers to girls’ education (ibid). My study, however, does not support these 
arguments. Although two parents referred to the possibility of “girl childs 
neglect[ing] education and at the end get[ting] impregnated” as a potential reason 
why some community members might not want to send their girls particularly to 
secondary school, there were no parents who cited gender as a current reason why 
their child could not attend primary school. Gender was not a salient constraint 
even in Bramaia, the most socially conservative of the three chiefdoms in my 
sample. This may be in part due to the work of NGOs, such as Forum for African 
Women Educationalists (FAWE), who have embarked on community 
“sensitization” campaigns in recent years to eradicate the issue of gender parity. 
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As a local government teacher at the primary school in the village of Kabaya in 
Bramaia explained: 
T: In Classes 5 and 6 wherein at times, especially the girl child, 
they take them to go and get married. So that is the problem here. 
Because when the girl is mature now, parents will take the child 
from her school and give her to her husband.  
I: At what age? 
T: Well, 17, 18, 16…at that age. 
I: And that’s class 5? 
T: Not class 5. Class 6.48  
I: What percentage of students are you losing because of early 
marriage? 
T: Not many but I would say 5 or 6%. But not every year. 
Seldomly.  
I: Is that problem decreasing? 
T: Yea, it’s decreasing now because we have people that come 
from FAWE that come to sensitize the community about the girl 
child education. 
 
Whereas early marriage was formerly a practice that prevented girls from 
completing the six years of primary school, this teacher shares that this norm has 
dramatically subsided in recent years. Another mother of a 13-year-old girl who 
dropped out of Class 1 in Bramaia reaffirmed this change when she recalled how 
“just about 2 or 3 years back…[before] the change of the giving access for girl 
childs to learn…there were no girl childs [in school], so many girl childs were at 
home.” This has led to the sense that conditions have improved for girls, as 
described by a mother of a ten-year-old girl who aspires to send her daughter to 
school but has never been able to because she cannot afford the 45,000 leones per 
year her local school asks for: “Many girls are getting schooled and they are doing 
																																																								
48 Because of the civil war that left many children unable to attend school, there are high rates of 
overage students who are still in primary school at the age of 16, 17, 18 or even older.  
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well. Some are getting jobs.” Another mother in Bramaia even claimed that she 
has “given more attention to the girl child than the boy… because if the girl child 
gets education, she would shoulder me more than the boy who will just leave and 
find another woman (laugh).” It seems that although girls’ education was not 
emphasized or even encouraged before, this perception is fast changing as the 
cultural tide shifts, at least in part due to the “sensitization” work of NGOs.  
 According to research on determinants of schooling, another barrier that 
often intersects with gender and early marriage is that of initiation into secret 
societies. In Sierra Leone, young men and women undergo a rite of passage into 
adulthood through the traditional social institution of Poro and Sande “secret” 
societies (Leach, 1994; Kanu, 2007). Besides getting circumcised, it is in these 
societies that boys and girls acquire the importance of social solidarity through 
learning the responsibilities they are to assume as adults. For example, boys have 
traditionally been taught local history and how to hunt, while girls are trained in 
home economics, motherhood and child-rearing; both genders also learn to sing, 
dance and dramatize (Little, 1951). However, UNICEF’s study on out-of-school 
children in Sierra Leone argues that “partaking in secret society initiations as an 
initiate, drummer and/or a dancer has affected the class participation of many 
young girls and boys, which eventually resulted to school drop out” (2008, p. 35). 
Participating in secret society activities is also said to lead to “frequent 
absenteeism,” or missing the National Primary School Examination (NPSE) that 
is required to advance to junior secondary school, which in turn results in grade 
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repetition or dropping out of school. Contrary to these arguments, when I asked in 
my study, “Some parents we interviewed said that children have to drop out to get 
initiated into Poro or Sande societies. Is this true?”, only two parents concurred 
with the statement (although six children referred to the peer pressure of initiation 
as a potential reason to not attend school). One mother in Nongoba Bullom 
responded that this applies for girls in particular “who are [age] 15 to 18. The 
moment they initiate the girls, they never think of going back to school. Instead 
they get married.” Although it is not unheard of for some girls to drop out after 
their initiation, another mother added, “In December and January, we initiated 
most of the girl childs…	Some would be initiated at the age of 10. They will stay 
for a period of 1 month or 3 weeks. Some, 2 weeks. It depends on if the parent is 
more interested in education…But when they are finished with the initiation, they 
go back to school.”  
 In fact, most interviewees did not portray as stark of a conflict between the 
two ideals. Parents prioritized both formal education and initiation, and spoke of 
delaying initiation until the child has finished school. One mother in Bunumbu 
stressed, “When they finish school, if they want, if the child wanted, then they can 
go [get initiated] after she finishes. If she wants. But it’s important to finish 
school first.” Another mother of five children reinforced, “there is a time for 
everything…The girl child should continue school going because school passes 
someone at a certain age but initiation can be at any time.” By and large, parents 
articulated the value of secret societies, but that participation did not have to come 
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at the expense of schooling. In their perspectives, it is possible to prioritize 
schooling before initiation, without altogether foregoing their cultural practice and 
heritage. At the extreme end, one father from the village of Kongo in Nongoba 
Bullom even intimated that he “would never take his kids to go get initiated,” 
before then describing how the practice is also becoming obsolete in the area:  
In the first instance in our communities here now, you can hardly 
see Poro societies here now. If you want, you can travel with your 
child elsewhere. People do not accept it now. Even for the women. 
Not all accept to enter the Bondo society.    
 
It therefore seems that community members are either devaluing secret societies 
altogether, or preserving it in tandem with obtaining primary education.  
Two final barriers to schooling that are commonly cited include child 
labor and a lack of value for education. Despite its prevalence in the literature, 
there was only one instance where child labor emerged as a primary reason why a 
child could not attend school.  One fifteen-year-old girl in Nongoba Bullom 
described how her parents “gave her tasks to do at home [which] I would not 
finish the work until after lunch,” making it impossible for her to get to school on 
time. This case aside, parents and children spoke of being able to tend to both 
school and domestic or farm work. For instance, one father of a nine-year-old boy 
in Bunumbu who dropped out of Class 1 because he could not afford to replace 
his son’s uniform stated, “There is a purpose for them to go to school. Because 
they can do both. You can go to school in the morning, and then go to the farm.” 
Similar to the idea of accommodating both secret society and school participation, 
parents see the two not as mutually exclusive activities. Another mother in 
		 192 
Nongoba Bullom who cannot afford to send her eleven-year-old daughter to 
school outright rejected the idea of keeping children from school to help with 
work at home or on the farm: 
P: It would not be a good idea.  
I: Why is that not a good idea? 
P: When they are going to school and they are educated, it will be 
a very good thing for them in that we put all our hope and trust in 
learning. And we get a lot of benefits out of learning. 
 
Although it is possible that child labor might be more of an issue in other regions 
of the country, such as in Kono district where the diamond mines are located, 
findings from my study suggest it is currently a less significant factor, as parents 
increasingly give precedence to school attendance.   
Finally, the only parent to allude to a lack of value for education was one 
woman in Bunumbu who described her second husband’s lack of value for 
education as the reason why her children are currently not attending school:  
P: I had a husband but my husband past away. My second husband 
does not like education and prevented my own children from going 
to school. Even if the children drop from school, he doesn’t care. 
That makes life difficult for me.  
I: Why does he not value education?  
P: Because he is a poor man. The other thing is the man doesn’t 
love me. Because if he loves me, he would go all out to help my 
children get educated.  
 
Unlike the UNICEF study which found parents and children describing education 
as “meaning and irrelevant” (2008, p. 31), interviewees across sites and age 
groups overwhelmingly placed a high value on education – so much so where this 
mother even equates it to an expression of love. This nearly consensual value for 
education will be further explored in the next chapter. 
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Conclusion	
The World Bank’s (2007) report on education in Sierra Leone finds 
economic difficulties, followed by parents not caring about children’s education 
and distance to schools, as the three primary reasons why children do not attend 
primary school. A prior UNICEF study on out of school children (2008) also 
shows that the predominant reasons for students not attending school are the high 
costs of schooling and conditions of poverty within families. Through data from 
101 interviews conducted in spring 2014 with out-of-school children, their parents 
and local leaders in three rural chiefdoms geographically dispersed across Sierra 
Leone, this chapter confirms some of the results from these studies, as well as my 
quantitative analysis from the previous chapter. In particular, my findings confirm 
that household poverty, school fees and community teacher stipends are the most 
referenced barriers to school attendance. However, this study also reveals that it is 
specifically the de facto cost of school fees and educational expenses in Sierra 
Leone that still prevents many children from participating in school. This starkly 
contradicts the de jure Education Act of 2004 that eliminates primary school fees, 
as well as cases like Uganda where the elimination of school fees was associated 
with an increase in school attendance (Deininger, 2003; Grogan, 2009).   
Despite citing economic difficulties as a primary barrier to school 
participation, studies like the World Bank’s still assume that the government has 
indeed “implemented free primary education in 2002/3” (2007, p. 49). However, 
parents in my study repeatedly spoke of how they still have to pay for school or 
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registration fees in order to enroll their child in school.  Furthermore, although 
other studies have demonstrated how an allegedly “free education” can mask 
underlying costs such as uniforms, books, school construction, extracurricular 
activities, and supplies (Vavrus & Moshi, 2009; Sommers, 2013; World Bank, 
2007), this study identifies an additional hidden cost that parents are in particular 
unable to pay: that of stipends for community teachers. Behind a national policy 
touting an ostensibly free primary education, these stipends that are mandated for 
student enrollment are a prevalent obstacle across all three sites. Thus, while 
household poverty seems to be the most referenced barrier to school participation 
from the interview data, this is perhaps only the case because school is not free as 
it is deemed to be in principle. Were school to be free in actuality, household 
poverty would certainly be less of a constraint, at least in enrolling children. 	
In contrast to the salience of school costs, qualitative interviews did not 
corroborate distance as a barrier to schooling. Instead, interviewees described an 
increase in rural schools that have been built by NGOs in the past five or so years, 
though of course there are still some rural villages particularly in the northern 
region of the country that only have community schools in the form of mud huts 
taught by one or two volunteer teacher(s). In general though, the collaboration 
between NGOs and the government has seemed to make great strides in 
mitigating school distance as a constraint since 2007 when data for the previous 
chapter’s quantitative analysis was obtained.  
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Interviews also did not confirm the importance of certain factors that are 
often cited in research on out-of-school children. School infrastructure, which was 
found to possibly be important in the last chapter, was not a concern whatsoever 
for parents. Variables like the presence of a zinc roof, a latrine, or even teacher 
quality bore no weight in influencing school enrollment decisions at the 
household level. Instead, parents wanted their children to participate in school 
regardless of these conditions. According to results from this study, early 
marriage, child labor and initiation into secret societies also need not be 
considered as “harmful cultural practices” (UNICEF, 2008, p. 5). Rather, parents 
regarded these customs as activities that are not mutually exclusive from 
attending government schools. Households expressed a desire for children to go to 
school and help with domestic activities afterwards, or to delay marriage or 
initiation until after completing school.  
Ultimately, it seems future policies or programs should consider 
prioritizing addressing the supply-side issue of school expenses rather than 
demand-side strategies such as employing sensitization campaigns to change 
household values. Specifically, this study suggests that taking immediate steps to 
actualize the Education Act to eliminate school fees would have the most 
substantial effect on enrolling a large number of the persistent non-attenders who 
remain out of school. Furthermore, there seems to be a widespread acceptance and 
desire for primary schooling for children of both genders that is not realized due 
mainly to financial constraints. Finances aside, it seems that the desire for primary 
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education has truly become the new orthodoxy across rural Sierra Leone, as will 













The World Bank’s 2007 report on education in Sierra Leone shows that 
beyond economic difficulties, 27% of households in rural areas and 40% of 
households in urban areas state “parents [] not car[ing] about children’s 
education” as the second most cited reason why children do not attend school. A 
prior UNICEF study on out-of-school children (2008) also shows that one of the 
predominant reasons for students not attending primary school is due to parents 
having negative attitudes towards school. This chapter first challenges the 
tendency of casting the inability to achieve universal schooling as a problem of 
families lacking a value for Western education, or as a problem of families 
prioritizing traditional customs like child labor and initiation into secret societies.  
Rather, I argue that children and parents possess a tremendous interest and desire 
to attend primary school – one that transcends traditions and conventions. 
Amidst the recent dominance of quantitative analyses of universal 
education, there has also been little understanding of the qualitative perceptions 
and experiences underlying the push to universalize education. For instance, the 
World Bank’s report goes no further than saying that parents “not caring about 
children’s education…may reflect supply- and demand-side factors that call for 
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further study” (World Bank, 2007, p. 49). This chapter secondly aims to address 
such calls by providing a qualitative understanding not only of supply and 
demand-side factors in and of themselves, but how the two interact to shape 
individual views on schooling. Specifically, this chapter asks: How do out-of-
school children and their parents perceive universal primary education as 
schooling becomes a sociocultural norm? Sociologist Ann Swidler (1986) has 
long stressed the need to systematically understand the interaction between 
culture and social structure, and this chapter does so by considering the dialectical 
relationship between the two in order to respond to why parents may or may not 
“care” about education.  
 
 
Perceptions on the Importance of Primary Schooling 
In contrast to reports of a lack of value for education being a barrier to 
school enrollment, my findings reveal a strong, consensual value of education. 
Out of the 101 interviews that I conducted with parents, children and local 
leaders, there was only one interviewee who referenced her husband’s lack of 
value for education as a reason why her child does not attend school (see prior 
chapter). This stands in stark contrast to the almost one-third of parents who 
responded they did not care about their children’s education on the Sierra Leone 
Integrated Household Survey (World Bank, 2007), or the sizable number of 
parents who did not value education according to UNICEF’s study on out-of-
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school children (2008). Given certain conditions such as poverty and illnesses in 
the family, there were participants who had to deprioritize schooling, but in an 
ideal world where money is not a concern and there are no other constraints, 
everyone emphasized the “benefits” that education brings. Families expressed a 
strong value for education in line with three theoretical frameworks: human 
capital theory, structural functionalism, and status attainment theory. Although the 
stated values of interviewees do not necessarily translate directly to their final 
course of action, I nevertheless begin this chapter by examining the values 
interviewees declared as an important factor contributing to how “strategies of 
action” are formed (see Swidler, 1986). 
 
Education for Human Capital Returns 
 Perhaps the most dominant framework currently underpinning education 
discourse is human capital theory, which is founded on the idea that educational 
investments lead to economic returns both at the individual and national level. 
The formalization of a theory of human capital by economist Theodore Schultz 
(1961) – wherein an investment in human knowledge and skills was distinguished 
from investments in physical means of production like factories and machines – 
paved the way for Gary Becker’s seminal work relating education to economic 
growth (1964). This was then followed by Jacob Mincer’s (1974) econometric 
model of calculating a return to each additional year of schooling. Since the 
original Mincerian model, a remarkable wealth of research has emerged to 
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estimate an individual return of about seven to ten percent for each additional year 
of school (Goldberg & Smith, 2008; Oreopoulos & Salves, 2009), with return 
rates estimated to be higher in low-income countries and for those with lower-
levels of schooling (Psacharopoulos & Patrinos, 2004; Hanushek & Woessmann, 
2008). On the national level, Goldin and Katz (2008) argue that America’s move 
towards universal high school education and increased educational attainment 
from 1910 to 1940 accounted for 15% of the labor productivity change; it is also 
what led America to become and remain what they consider the most 
economically advanced nation in the world. The rapid development and 
modernization of the East Asian tigers has also lent strength to the belief that 
economic growth can be achieved if a country educates their populace with the 
explicit goal of creating a skilled workforce (Ashton, Green, Sung & James, 
2002).  
This body of literature on the relationship between human capital (as 
typically defined by education attainment) and pecuniary returns has penetrated 
public discourse across the globe, fueling the widespread belief that education is 
the foundation for both the social ascension of an individual and the economic 
development of a nation. The notion that an economic benefit can be gained from 
education has become ubiquitous, and a convergence towards a human capital 
model of education is now taking place worldwide (Anderson-Levitt, 2003; 
Spring, 2009).  Indeed, the opening sentence of the Preamble to the 2010 National 
Education Policy of Sierra Leone is: “The Government of Sierra Leone has 
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prioritized education as one of the key drivers of economic growth” (Government 
of Sierra Leone, 2010, p. 5). Education is consequently often considered the 
“great equalizer” in policy and popular culture, and it is argued that “investments 
in the health, knowledge and skills of the people – human capital – are as 
important as investments in the more visible, physical capital of the country. 
Every country that sustained high growth for long periods put substantial effort 
into schooling its citizens and deepening its human capital” (Patrinos & 
Psacharopoulos, 2011, p. 29). 
Families across all three interview sites echoed this prevailing belief that 
school engenders an economic return. Many interviews began with parents 
expressing education as the “light” without which “you always remain in 
darkness.” One parent in Nongoba Bullom went on to clarify what this figurative 
light means:  
Such as, you become a minister, you become a councilor, you 
become a deputy minister - education can bring all that… after the 
completion they have light. Like as an example, those NGO 
[workers] that have come here. If they were not educated they 
wouldn’t have come and set any example here.  
 
The metaphor of illumination here signifies a path to the “light” of more 
occupational opportunities, as opposed to the darkness of foreclosed options. In 
other words, schooling is desirable for the employment it brings since education is 
the main means by which to obtain the “return” of a job. A father from Nongoba 
Bullom explained, “if I had been fortunate to go to school to be able to read and 
write, then when I went to all those towns, I should have got a better job and 
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would not have come here [to the village] to suffer. It would have been easier to 
get a job.” Another parent summarized, “When they are educated, all men will be 
free to do his or her own job that she likes.” As Sierra Leone gradually shifts 
towards becoming a society whose labor market draws on education credentials as 
a “signal” to employers (see Spence, 1973), interviewees stressed that a certain 
degree of schooling is increasingly a necessary requirement to obtain a job: “If 
you are not educated, you cannot even stand for a post in this country.” 
Moreover, education facilitates communication and opportunities. For 
example, one parent in Nongoba Bullom stated, “Education helps you to 
communicate. You move from your home and even to Freetown. You can 
communicate with people. You can read post signs.” Literacy, which many 
interviewees conflate with schooling, imparts the capacity to experience another 
part of society that one would not be able to otherwise. Schooling not only opens 
the door to travel or move to big cities and meet more people, but it acts as the 
gateway to being able to engage in a society that is increasingly dependent on 
being literate. Without the ability to “read post signs” for example, one cannot 
navigate one’s way around a big city like Freetown, much less gain access to 
opportunities like jobs that are posted in writing.  
Even if schooling does not lead to a job per se, parents still emphasized 
the need to be educated. For instance, when asked if she would still want to put 
her child through school even if there were no jobs available afterwards, one 
mother in Bunumbu responded, “Even if you are educated, you have no job in the 
		 203 
city to do, even if you find yourself in the village, things will be somehow easier 
for you than when you are uneducated. It will be easier for you to live.” There is a 
strong sense that even without a direct link to employment, schooling still 
provides an “easier” life. Those with education are able to access more resources, 
such as by developing relationships with NGOs, and to struggle less to meet basic 
survival needs.   
As Sierra Leone modernizes from a society in which goods and services 
transition from taking on a direct “use value” to taking on increasingly complex 
“exchange values,”49 the aim of using education to get a job is also not the end in 
and of itself. A job is likewise a means towards achieving something else, which 
by and large are the physical comforts that come with it. One parent in Nongoba 
Bullom explained: 
P: When she [my daughter] finds a job, she may do anything you 
want.  
I: What is an example of one thing? 
P: She can build me a nice house, give me clothes, good food to 
eat.  
 
Unsurprisingly, education affords the material necessities for basic survival like 
food, shelter and clothing – much in line with the Maslovian hierarchy of needs. It 
is in school, another parent expounded, that one learns “things which can push 
																																																								
49 Fundamental to Marx’s understanding of capitalism was his distinction between use and 
exchange value (Giddens, 1973). Under feudal societies, commodities were produced for use 
value in order to fulfill material, human needs. The evolution towards capitalistic societies 
fetishized commodities to instead take on abstract exchange values, where the value of a product 
depends on its comparison to other goods in the market. A good or service is thus valuable for its 
ability to be exchanged for something else, which in turn may then fulfill a basic need or desire. In 
this case, education is valuable for the credential that one ultimately receives, which is then 
exchanged for a job, which is again exchanged for financial and material security.  
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[you] far away from poverty.” Although education is often framed as the general 
solution to overcoming or at least alleviating poverty, parents time and time again 
specifically referred to how school allows one to “achieve money to support the 
family” as one father in Nongoba Bullom put it, or to “live in a comfortable 
place” as a mother in Bramaia pronounced. Another parent clarified, “if you send 
your children to school, after you get tired, your children can take care of you. 
And your children can bring more improvement in the house.” This desire to 
improve one’s house was a recurring theme expressed by many interviewees. 
When asked what entails a household improvement, one grandmother elucidated 
that she “want[s] to get a good place where I am sitting,” with a “good place” 
characterized by getting “a zinc to cover my house.” A mother from Bramaia 
added that a good house is one with “a concrete building,” in contrast to the mud 
huts with grass-thatched roofs that families predominantly live in now. Through 
the mediating link of employment and money, these interviews demonstrate that 
an ultimate “return” of education in the context of rural Sierra Leone is the ability 
to move from a life of basic survival in modest mud homes to one of moderate 
comfort in tin-roofed cement homes.  
These sentiments very much mirror the history of mass religious 
conversion in Africa that stemmed from a need for security. In colonial Namibia, 
the Ovambo group’s enthusiastic embrace of Christianity was largely driven by 
the desire for protection against disasters that traditional forms of security such as 
rainmaking or magical sanctuaries no longer delivered (McKittrick, 2002). With 
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the rise of British colonialism at the turn of the century, Yorubas in Nigeria 
similarly converted to Christianity or Islam as part of a pragmatic search for 
personal alafia or welfare (Peel, 2003). Yorubas increasingly realized that the 
material benefits of “mastering” European knowledge and culture, and acted 
accordingly. It was thus the pragmatism of procuring personal security in the face 
of sweeping changes that led many Africans to value religion and the Western 
missionary education that accompanied it during the colonial era. This shows that 
it is the exchange value for the Maslovian need of basic safety and security that 
spans universally across cultures and time – whether that is exchanged through 
religious conversion in the past, or through educational attainment today.  
 
Education for Structural Functionalism 
Rooted in the work of sociologist Emile Durkheim, another branch of 
education theory stresses the structural function of schools. Here, the focus is on 
the role education plays in integrating individuals into society. Societies, 
Durkheim (1892) observed, are bound together by a “collective consciousness” 
composed of the norms, beliefs and values, which form the moral basis of that 
society. As societies modernize, the division of labor and occupational 
specialization increases, facilitating a shift from a mechanical solidarity founded 
on an imposed likeness, to an organic solidarity founded on the diverse forms of 
individuality being interdependent on and complementing one another. These new 
social relationships, however, do not always produce solidarity, creating instead a 
		 206 
negative state of “anomie” whereby there is a breakdown of social bonds as 
individuals feel a mismatch with the existing norms.  He thus calls for a “need to 
put a stop to this anomie, and to find ways of harmonious cooperation between 
those organs that still clash discordantly together” (ibid, p. 340).  
In this complex social system of interdependence that gravitates towards 
balance and harmony, schools as an institution are but one organ working together 
with others to maintain the homeostatic equilibrium of the organism of society.  
Specifically, schools serve the crucial function of ensuring cultural transmission 
and social solidarity. In his book Moral Education, Durkheim further (1925) 
argues that the main task of the modern society is to create morality, with schools 
being the primary institution that can do so. Morality is a function of two 
elements: 1) discipline, which promotes regularity while providing determinate 
goals that limits one’s horizons through moderation and restraint, and 2) an 
individual’s attachment to the larger group of which he or she is a member. In 
order to “revive the vanishing life of local communities,” Durkheim argues that 
schools are the social agent to “instill in him [the child] the inclination for 
collective life” (p. 239). In this way, education acts as the main institution that 
instills discipline in children while also holding a larger society together.   
Sociologist Talcott Parsons goes further to contend that schools are both 
an agency of socialization and selection. At the individual level, schools train 
children to successfully fulfill adult roles by implementing “the broad values of 
society” while performing “a specific type of role within the structure of society” 
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(1959, p. 299). At the societal level, schools also serve the function of allocating 
individuals into occupations and social statuses. Education is the means by which 
every individual learns to and later assumes a role in the larger social system, all 
with the goal of upholding the status quo.  
This goal of social cohesion through individuals assuming a “particular 
place” in the community surfaced as another theme in how interviewees perceived 
education. Besides generating returns for the individual or family, another reason 
why interviewees desired formal schooling is the expectation that an educated 
child will serve and help “develop” the larger community. As explained by a local 
chief in Bunumbu, “From their good education, they [educated children] will try 
to develop their communities by bringing new skills they have learned in their 
schools.” Another parent in Bramaia put it in simpler terms: 
P: If you happen to send your son to school and he is good enough, 
he will do more for you and the community. 
I: What do you expect your educated child to do for you? 
P: I’m expecting my child to do good for me and my community.  
I: Like what kind of good? 
P: To build a fine house for me. Then to be generous to some of 
the community members. Helping other people. 
 
Beyond serving the function of being exchangeable for money and comfort for 
oneself and one’s family, education is also seen to be important in helping others. 
Being that rural communities in Sierra Leone are rooted in communalistic cultures 
that prize harmony over competition (Kanu, 2007), using the benefits of one’s 
education to help others is valued for the greater good. Such help may take the 
form of direct monetary support or playing a specific occupational role. For 
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example, a teacher at the local primary school in Nongoba Bullom, recounted how 
he voluntarily became a community teacher in the village of Baoma Kpenge after 
completing his secondary and tertiary education in the city but not being able to 
find a job afterwards: 
T: In the first instance I didn't want to be a teacher because our 
government doesn’t have respect for teachers…but because I like 
my community, I decided to do it. 
I: So you did it for the community, not for the government? 
T: Yes…After my college, there was only a teacher in this school. 
The teacher got sick and there was nobody to teach the children. 
When I came, my community people called me and asked me to 
assist. I volunteered to do it and even [for seven years] now I am 
doing it.  
 
In this way, his prior education naturally served the function of identifying him as 
capable of assuming the position of a primary school teacher when the community 
needed one. Echoing a structural functionalist view, education is thus important in 
also acting as a sorting mechanism for proper social placement.  
Moreover, in an increasingly educated society, education is the key to 
engaging in one’s community. When asked why she values education for her 
child, one mother from Bunumbu responded, “Anything that comes into the 
community concerns education. You must be involved.” Even children expressed 
a similar sentiment, as exemplified by a child in Bunumbu who said, “After my 
education, I will be profitable to my parents and my community. I will be of 
service to the community and my parents.” Ultimately, the goal is for children to 
not only engage in but also to serve the community through their education.  
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Education for Attaining Status 
 The perception of schools providing a pathway to attaining status is 
another recurring theme that emerged from the interview data. Sociologist Max 
Weber has long noted that education could be used to either produce a system of 
meritocracy, or to maintain a particular group’s social status: “Special 
examinations, on the one hand, mean or appear to mean a ‘selection’ of those who 
qualify from all social strata rather than a rule by notables. On the other hand, 
democracy fears that a merit system and educational certificates will result in a 
privileged ‘caste’” (Weber in Arum, Beattie & Ford, 2010, p. 14). This dual 
nature of education was later adopted by Pittrim Sorokin (1927) to argue that 
schools act as a social sieve to create either an “open” society if social mobility is 
facilitated, or a “closed” society if such mobility is blocked. This early work on 
status attainment was then expanded upon by Blau and Duncan (1967), who 
empirically created a model to test whether achievement factors like education, or 
ascribed factors like parental background, influence an individual’s occupational 
attainment. Their seminal work on the determinants of status attainment later 
evolved into the Wisconsin model, which introduced additional social-
psychological predictor variables (Sewell, Haller & Portes, 1969). Throughout 
this literature, school has been identified as a critical mediator in the pathway of 
individuals overcoming ascribed family origins to achieve vertical mobility.  
 By and large, few interviewees shared the doubt that schools might not 
create a meritocratic, “open” society. In accordance with the literature on status 
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attainment, interviewees overwhelmingly regarded education as the link to 
obtaining a higher social status. Within this body of research, however, there is 
little understanding of how individuals perceive and define social status. Instead 
of examining the predictors of social mobility as much of the empirical work on 
status attainment does, I proceed to contribute a qualitative comprehension of 
what it means to achieve a higher social status.  
 What signifies status for many interviewees is first and foremost one’s 
house. As one mother in Bramaia put it, “I want my children to be somebody in 
the future and do something for me and their father. To build a mighty house, so 
people can say look at this woman’s children.” Another parent in Nongoba 
Bullom further elaborated that, “I want to make my house fine. So that whenever 
somebody comes, I know that I am sitting in a very fine place.” Making one’s 
home “fine” is therefore a primary symbol that signals a certain level of status to 
others.  
 In addition to the tangible object of a “fine” or “mighty” house, parents in 
particular seek the less palpable admiration of others. An uncle in Bramaia who 
has been taking care of his fifteen-year-old nephew since both of his parents died 
stated, “I would like my children to be somebody in the future. And at the end of 
that, people will start to admire them and say oh, this family is now developed.” 
Such admiration may also take the form of surpassing a feeling of “be[ing] shy to 
speak in communities” or assuming public leadership, as explained by a mother of 
a 12 year-old who dropped out of Class 5:  
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It’s good to be educated. When you are educated, people stand in 
the sand for you to hear your voice, speak to you, advise you on 
what you’re supposed to do to reach your achievements. Education 
can do that.  
 
Education is thus associated as the means by which one gains the courage to 
speak out and lead others. In this sense, status entails having a voice that is heard 
above others, and to which others will “stand in the sand” to listen.  
Finally, status is also represented by speaking the language and adopting 
the behavior of the dominant class. In a country where English is the official 
language but Krio forms the widely-understood lingua franca connecting 25 local 
languages (Ethnologue, 2015), language becomes an important symbol of elite 
status.  One father, when asked why he and his wife decided to send their 
daughter to the capital of Freetown instead of getting educated in the village of 
Nongoba Bullom, responded, “One of my main reasons is that when my child 
attends school in Freetown, she can easily understand Krio and speak it, even as 
well as English.” Most importantly though, the father continued on to explain how 
speaking Krio or English will then allow their daughter to “advance in behavior.”  
Status, it seems, manifests itself in “advanced behavior” – a point that I will return 
to in the next chapter on the experiences of not getting educated. This notion of 
the superiority of speaking Krio was even internalized by a nine-year-old girl who 
had never attended school, but has an older sister who attends school in a nearby 
town. When asked whether her sister has changed since going to school, she 
wistfully replied, “There are some changes…she can even talk Krio now.” The 
singling out of speaking Krio suggests both her association of that being a 
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superior or special skill, and her own disappointment in not being able to do the 
same. In sum, speaking the language of the privileged confers a degree of status 
that gives education another dimension of desirability beyond its individual, 
familial and communal benefits.  
It is thus evident that in contrast to much of the development discourse 
positing a lack of value for Western education, results from my study demonstrate 
a pervasive desire for government schooling. Just as there exists different theories 
on the potential benefits of schooling, interviewees expressed different rationales 
for obtaining education. Whether it is for material return, communal benefits or 
status gain, education is not only a widely accepted social custom but perceived as 
advantageous in these communities. As sociologist David Baker argues, education 
is regarded across the world now as “the legitimate source of access to 
occupations and social status” (2014, p. 55). 
 
 
Change in Perceptions of Schooling 
A natural question is to then ask whether these positive views regarding 
education are a new phenomenon, and if so, how did such a change come about? 
While I have no empirical data documenting such a change in perceptions, many 
parents did self-report a change in their educational attitudes. For instance, one 
man who grew up in Bunumbu provided insight into how education came to be 
valued by his family in the 1960s. Whereas his grandmother objected at first to 
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his desire to attend “English school,” he elucidated that, “The incentive was times 
were changing… I was going to stay in school to learn their [foreigners’] 
language so I could be ready to come speak for my grandmama…Or when my 
grandmama said, ‘Come write a letter to this person’ she knows, I can do that. I 
was basically the interpreter.” As Bunumbu became increasingly modernized and 
Westernized through the establishment of a Christian missionary and teachers 
training college in the village, education was necessary if one wanted to 
communicate with the foreign expatriates who resided there in larger numbers. 
School came to be valuable for its ability to create “interpreters” who could 
mediate between the two languages and cultures. For this reason, his grandmother 
gradually came to accept and find value in having at least one child attend school.  
Many recent changes in perceptions also stem from observing the positive 
effect of education through peers in the community. One father of a fourteen-
year-old boy in Bramaia who dropped out of class 3 put it simply, “The educated 
ones in this country, especially the ones in this community, they don’t suffer. 
They don’t suffer as much as those that are not educated.” In other words, those 
with education do not have to face the physical hardships and the state of being 
without material comfort that those without education do. Another parent 
explained that this notion of suffering can also be a relative state of deprivation: 
“We have realized that education is a key to success because we have seen most 
of our friends who we grew up with, now they are doing well.” By such means of 
comparison, community members observe the success of each other’s children, 
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thereby influencing one another to value educational attainment. This is repeated 
by another parent in Nongoba Bullom who summarizes the importance of peer 
influence in saying, “We know the worth of it because we have seen people's 
child doing better for them.” Just as the peer effect among youth was identified in 
the last chapter as a reason why some children do not attend school, the peer 
effect among adults is just as salient in spreading the norm of obtaining education. 
Another source of changes in educational attitudes can be traced back to 
the civil war that devastated the country from 1991 to 2002. One man, who is the 
uncle and guardian of a twelve-year-old boy who dropped out of primary school 
after he was orphaned by the death of both of his parents, outlined the relationship 
between the civil war, the development that subsequently followed, and changes 
in attitudes regarding school: “Before [the war], education was not open as it is 
now. So most of the people were thinking if they sent their children to school, it 
would be a problem to them. But now that they know that education is a light for 
the world, therefore they are sending their children to school.” Upon being probed 
to clarify when his view of education changed, the uncle continued: 
We have seen that education is [the] only development activity in 
the world…after the war now, we are trying to send our children to 
school…Because during the war, in the refugee camps, you see 
people with education talking to workers and getting more benefits 
and resources. In that space, you see educated people get ahead… 
[And now] we have seen a lot of people, many NGOs are coming 
here and we have seen we are getting zincs or motor roads. So 
those are the changes that we have seen that education has brought 
up…So therefore we are ready now to send our children to 
continue education so that they gain more. 
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One surprising consequence of the war and displacement into refugee camps is 
thus how it changed the way people went about survival and obtaining resources. 
Because international expatriates ran many of the camps, individuals who 
formerly had little contact with foreign influences suddenly observed a direct link 
between those who were more educated and receiving more material benefits. 
Those with schooling experienced both the linguistic advantage of speaking some 
English, as well as more ease in identifying and pursuing opportunities in the 
camps.  
 The flurry of international development activity that has expanded across 
the country since the civil war merely reinforces this belief, as community 
members witness those with more social and cultural capital gain more access to 
NGO programs and assistance. As one parent pointed out to me, it is through 
schooling and possessing the skill of speaking English that my translator was able 
to be the one in the village to receive the opportunity to work for me in this study. 
In these cases, instead of an increase in education begetting development, it is 
development that begets educational attainment through the observance of those 
with more education receiving more opportunities and benefits from international 
development activities.  
 A final source of change may be the school sensitization campaigns that 
have swept across communities in Sierra Leone. A Project Coordinator for a 
Freetown-based NGO called the People’s Education Association summarized how 
“the community attitude towards education was negative” at the turn of this 
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century. At that time, “Sierra Leoneans felt that education was the business of the 
central government so they did not care…	In terms of construction of schools, 
recruitment of teachers, payment of teachers and even teaching and learning 
materials, they felt it was the responsibility of the government, so they didn’t 
bother.” Moreover, “attitudes towards the importance [and] knowledge of 
Western education was minimal. Sierra Leonean communities did not appreciate 
Western education. They preferred economic activities to Western education 
because the returns to business activities was very fast.” It is no surprise then that 
the majority of the population did not participate in school; results from the 2000 
Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey estimated 58% of children of school-going age 
to be out-of-school. However, this 58% of the population, the Project Coordinator 
continued, were: 
wast[ing] away, they were on the farms, they were in the streets. 
They were not doing anything, they were wasting. We could say, 
we were only bridging the next generation of adult illiterates ... So 
the government of Sierra Leone sat down and said look, we have to 
do something about this. So they went on a massive awareness 
raising campaign nationwide …	 All the inspectorate offices, NGO 
partners, development partners of the Ministry, all went to 
sensitize the communities. 
 
To catalyze an appreciation for Western education, the method of “sensitization” 
was put in place as a primary means of increasing school enrollment. 	
Today, “sensitization” has gained increasing popularity and momentum, as 
many NGOs have used sensitization campaigns in their efforts to achieve 
universal primary education. An Education Specialist at the UNICEF office in 
Freetown explained how UNICEF has employed a strategy since 2010 to “engage 
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local people first to understand the importance of education and to prioritize their 
children’s education…[through] a lot of sensitization and engag[ing] community 
structures and local authorities.” In conjunction with Local Councils and the 
Ministry of Education, NGOs are “engaging and giving the appropriate training to 
the community people, organizing them, and getting them to take action in getting 
their children to school.” For UNICEF, this has been accomplished through a 
“Communication for Development approach” that employs local artists and 
community members to “transform” activities like games, dramas and folk songs 
to “attract them [communities] and help them understand and change.”  
Interviewees from all three sites described the proliferation of such 
sensitization campaigns. First, the Local Councilor in Bramaia confirmed the 
implementation of these efforts in his chiefdom as such: “Action Aid [was] doing 
that in collaboration with UNICEF in the ward. They sensitize children through 
their trained drama. They have performance concerts … explaining the 
importance of education, the role of teachers, the role of pupils. They came here, 
they performed that concert and trained children here.” These performances took 
the form of acting, with local children first being recruited and trained to carry out 
performances where “they act as teachers … [and] parents to show the role of 
teachers in school [and] to show the role of parents.” To spread the campaign, 
these children are then moved from village to village. Through such dramas, the 
UNICEF Education Specialist added, recipients “are able to identify themselves 
with the issues to understand better.” After each dramatization, facilitators and 
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actors engage audiences in discussions “so they are able to see the issues, the 
negative impacts, and come up with recommendations and solutions. And then the 
NGOs continue to follow up on them to translate these recommendations into 
action plans that [communities] will do.” UNICEF then supports the action plans 
to ensure the communities deliver “results.” The Education Specialist sums it up 
thus:  
It’s culturally unacceptable to talk down to people. For you to get 
them, you have to use what they are used to and that is 
dramatizing. Let them see themselves. It’s like you present a 
mirror to see themselves through that mirror. And if they are 
willing to discuss, and they you can lure them into action plans and 
help them to really act. 
 
When asked if audiences enjoy these performances, the Councilor responded that, 
“People enjoyed it. That program has helped us to send more children to school.” 
Furthermore, the Councilor and Town Chief agreed that this campaign changed 
the minds of many to value education.  
 In Bunumbu, a mother of three shared that “FAWE [Forum for African 
Women Educationalists] came about three, four years ago now” to talk to 
“families about going to school. They told the girls to go to school.” In contrast to 
the campaign in Bramaia that spread the general message of the importance of 
primary school, the Bunumbu campaign was more specific in promoting the 
significance of education for girls. Besides targeting families, FAWE workers 
also visited and delivered their message at local “mother’s clubs,” where women 
congregate regularly to form a cooperative and pool together resources like 
money and rice for raffles and loans. In addition to inculcating a public 
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appreciation of Western education, such campaigns have raised awareness of the 
import of targeted issues like gender parity in education.  
 The government has also conducted similar campaigns in the chiefdom of 
Nongoba Bullom. A local primary school teacher related how “the government is 
now trying to force the parents to send their children to school.” At one point in 
time, “some children…don't value education. They don't know what education is. 
Even some parents, they don't know the value of education.” This has now 
changed, however, “because government is pressurizing them, especially at the 
culture, that you should send every child to school. And government is more 
encouraging the girl child education.” Similar to the campaign in Bunumbu, girls’ 
education has been a particular area of focus. Unlike Action Aid and UNICEF’s 
dramatization method, the government’s approach in Nongoba Bullom relies on a 
trickle-down method of sending people from Freetown, as well as large nearby 
cities like Bonthe and Bo, to “call people by communities. They say to the 
community, send two people, so they can go and attend workshop[s].” After 
attending a workshop, those individuals become “an ambassador for the 
community and after the workshop [they] go and sensitize [their] people.” 
Specifically, these ambassadors call meetings across the community to further 
share the importance of sending children, especially girls, to primary school. 
When asked if attitudes towards education are changing due to these campaigns, 
the teacher replied, “Some of them are changing. They are changing minds 
because of this awareness in the country now ... They are getting the 
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understanding now.” Apart from these campaigns, the teacher also told of how 
informal role modeling can act as another form of sensitization. For example, the 
posting of a woman as the Project Manager of the local World Vision branch in 
Nongoba Bullom had the inadvertent effect of causing “people [to] admire her. 
And they say you should give your girl child to education so you can be like her. 
That is another way of sensitizing.” All in all, sensitization campaigns carried out 
by the government and NGOs across the country seem to have been very effective 
in not only raising awareness about the importance of primary education, but also 
in translating newly instilled beliefs into locally generated action plans. In this 
way, primary education is further entrenched as a social norm to which all 




I began this study expecting to find, if not cases of negative attitudes 
towards government education, at least some variation in views towards 
schooling, perhaps depending on how “modernized” and saturated education 
attainment at the site is. For example, I anticipated that perceptions of the 
importance of schooling might be more pronounced in a community like 
Bunumbu, which has one of the highest rural primary school completion rates in 
the country, since attending school is more of a normative practice there. Instead, 
I find very little variation in the general perception of how valuable and necessary 
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school is for subsistence in the modern world. This belief also does not vary by 
gender or age – with mothers and fathers, girls and boys, older and younger 
children, all expressing similarly positive opinions of school. Due to the 
overwhelming consensual nature of my findings, the strong value that 
interviewees place on education seems largely generalizable to other sites and 
populations within rural Sierra Leone. This is indeed confirmation of sociologist 
David Baker’s assertion of the intensification of the “now widely held belief that 
formal education is the best way to develop all humans and their capacities” 
(2014, p. 2).  
This greatly contradicts literature such as the UNICEF study on out-of-
school children in Sierra Leone that found 33% of respondents stating parents 
have “a negative attitude towards education” (UNICEF, 2008, p. 31). These 
parents found education “meaningless and irrelevant” for their children, with 
families believing their children would “ ‘never finish (primary school) anyway’ ” 
(ibid). One 55-year-old male interviewee from the UNICEF study stated, “ ‘when 
children go to school they forget about home and go to distant lands. There are 
some people in this village who sent their children to school that have never 
returned’ ” (ibid). Although this UNICEF study, along with others (Krech & 
Maclure, 2003; Jackson, 2004), shows parents being disaffected by the “failed 
promises” that education would lead them to higher standards of living, there are 
no such traces of resentment or denunciation in my findings.  
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Some might say that the lack of variation in my results might be due to the 
limitation of interviewees being pressured to express positive attitudes towards 
education, especially to a foreigner like myself. However, such a limitation should 
similarly apply to the UNICEF study that also relies on qualitative interviews 
conducted by a Western consultant. Instead, the difference in results might be 
accounted for first by the fact that 53% of interviewees in the UNICEF study were 
from urban communities or Freetown, where a larger number of people may have 
experienced the “failed promise” of not being able to apply their child’s education 
to finding a job and receive the intended benefits of schooling. In contrast, 
interviewees from my sample sites, who are all from rural communities, have 
perhaps yet to directly experience the “failed promises” of education. Although I 
posed hypothetical questions to parents and local leaders about how they would 
feel if their child cannot find a job after completing education, with the majority 
of respondents replying they would still want their child to get educated, an 
imagined situation is still very different from actually experiencing the situation 
firsthand. It is possible that individuals’ sentiment might fall in line with other 
literature from urban Sierra Leone if indeed an increasing portion of the 
population is not able to realize their aspiration of obtaining a job after 
completing school.  
This study thus suggests that the popular narrative of out-of-school 
children lacking a value for education might be outdated, at least for large parts of 
rural Sierra Leone. Whereas this may have once been the case, in a modernizing 
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society where a credential is fast becoming the main exchange currency for jobs 
and money, it is not surprising that virtually all interviewees articulated a desire 
for education, mostly as a means of obtaining financial and physical security. 
Additionally, many participants in my study also relate schooling with community 
integration and social status. This is similar to how anthropologist Dianna Bell 
found many in Mali valuing education “because they see its potential to give 
children opportunities to serve their families and communities while earning 
baraji [merit]” (2015, p. 60). School not only serves the functional purpose of 
allowing one to take care of one’s family, it also socializes children into assuming 
appropriate “places” in the community. In both regards, the purpose of education 
is not individually, but rather collectively based. Even if a child expresses a 
financial or occupational motivation for education, this is always linked back to 
wanting to take care of their parents or family – not just oneself.  
Similarly, interviewees from my study who seek schooling for the purpose 
of status attainment want to bring prominence to the “house” and family – again, 
not just oneself. These findings disaffirm those who argue that Western schools 
require a dramatic shift towards an “individualistic value of distinguishing oneself 
from others and claiming one's autonomy” that may lead students to reject 
“communal values such as interdependence, cooperation, and social 
responsibility” (Kanu, 2007, p. 75). Instead, interviewees do not portray a rift 
between attending Western school and traditional communal values. The former, 
in fact, leads one to better actualize the latter. Attending Western schools is not 
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seen as an act of exerting autonomous individualism. By obtaining government 
education, children can and are expected to better realize traditional values such 
as interdependence and the social responsibility of helping others in need. And as 
discussed in the last chapter, parents do not perceive seeking a primary education 
as coming at the expense of other customs such as initiation into secret societies 
or helping the family perform domestic tasks; these values are not mutually 
exclusive and can be pursued in tandem. School is therefore not an isolated 
endeavor that one embarks on by him or herself, for him or herself. Rather, it is a 
familial and even communal effort. Members in a family and sometimes 
community work hard to support one another in enrolling and attaining education, 
and the benefits that result from the completion of education are expected to be 
similarly distributed.  
In sum, it is likely that within the seven to eight years since the World 
Bank and UNICEF studies on education in Sierra Leone, primary school has 
increasingly become a sociocultural norm that has seeped into the everyday 
perceptions and beliefs of Sierra Leoneans. Counter to the narrative of out-of-
school children and their parents either not valuing or not prioritizing Western 
schooling – a view that continues to endure in the field of international education 
and development – this study demonstrates that primary education is highly 
valued across rural communities in Sierra Leone. Although official enrollment 
figures may not yet reflect a universal desire, namely due to the constraints as 
discussed in the last chapter that families still face in being able to send their 
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children to school, results from qualitative interviews show how education is 
largely perceived to be the new norm to which all children should aspire. At least 
in the three chiefdoms of Bunumbu, Bramaia and Nongoba Bullom, education has 











“I AM A WICKED SOMEBODY”: THE UNINTENDED CONSEQUENCE OF 




The standard approach to addressing the issue of universal primary 
education is to think of it as a problem that needs to be overcome. Indeed, much 
of the literature in comparative and international education on universal education 
has been dominated by the search for an answer to the question of “What will it 
take to educate all children?” (Lockheed, 2008). In this context, researchers have 
examined the historical and political constraints to expanding and universalizing 
education (Benavot & Resnick, 2006; Corrales, 2006), improving the quantity and 
quality of education through randomized controlled trials and debates on 
measurement (Kremer, 2006; Langsten, 2014), and the costs of attaining universal 
basic and secondary education (Glewwe & Zhao, 2006). Similar to my approach 
in chapters four and five of this study, the typical means of researching universal 
education has revolved primarily around the question of what constraints stand in 
the way of attaining UPE, and how best to transcend those constraints.  
Fewer studies have looked at the consequences of recent efforts at 
education expansion. Moreover, those that have often occur in academic silos 
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within a discipline such as economics, political science, sociology and 
international studies – with the exception of Hannum and Buchmann (2005) who 
bring together these disparate bodies of research in a comprehensive, 
interdisciplinary review of the various effects of expanding education. They 
identify five different effects which education could have – on national economic 
development, on individual economic circumstances, on narrowing social 
inequalities, on producing a healthier and more curtailed human population, and 
on producing a more democratic country. Out of these five effects, their evidence 
points to an unquestionable positive impact only on health and demographic 
outcomes. In contrast, individual economic security might be “enhanced” but not 
“ensured” (ibid). Results on national economic development and the 
democratization effects of education expansion are also mixed. Finally, they find 
little evidence that expanding education leads to social equality: “Inequalities 
associated with economic origins or ethnicity often prove resistant to educational 
expansion” (p. 347), except for gender equality. This points to the possibility that 
universalizing education may have other consequences beyond its egalitarian, 
meritocratic ideals. Yet there has been little reflection on the goal itself, for 
example on the fact that education may not be a universal good.   
Instead, perhaps due in part to the rising need to demonstrate 
accountability and impact, positivistic studies applying quantitative methods of 
causal inference have increased in popularity under the rationale that they are 
more rigorous. Few studies, if any, on the consequences of universal education 
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are qualitative in nature. However, an exclusively quantitative approach towards 
measuring the effect of education expansion is problematic for two reasons. First, 
these studies depend on variables – such as gross national product (GNP), 
individual wage returns, mortality rates or voter participation rates – that are 
coarse as measures and/or questionable in its reliability. Jerven (2013) has shown 
the statistics in African countries that are used to make “evidence-based” 
development policies to be inaccurate and unreliable. National statistics offices 
across Africa are riddled with capacity problems of being underfunded, 
understaffed and often subject to political pressure. Even the most rigorously 
designed studies cannot overcome the systematic problems that mar the quality of 
the data. Second, these measures may not reflect all the potential outcomes that 
exist. A multitude of other outcomes that cannot be captured by quantitative 
measures end up being completely overlooked. For instance, affective outcomes 
about how people experience UPE policies, or social outcomes about how UPE 
affects cultural norms, are not considered in the literature.  
There have thus been few critical analyses of the current universal 
education agenda – one that does not assume education is universally desired, and 
one that goes beyond the palpable and quantifiable consequences of education 
expansion. This chapter attempts to provide a complementary perspective on the 
qualitative effects of universal education that are immeasurable in nature. This 
study thus ends by taking a different approach from the previous chapter’s 
straightforward focus on the barriers to schooling. There is a need to supplement 
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conventional analyses with a more critical, alternative view of the current effects 
of the UPE movement so as to develop a holistic understanding of UPE’s 
potential consequences. The ultimate objective of this chapter is to contribute a 
more nuanced perspective of how persistent non-attenders perceive and 
experience the UPE movement. 
I began this research project looking to affirm the outcomes, such as 
increasing job opportunities (UNESCO, 2013), which are so often used to justify 
the “education for all” framework. What I found instead is that rather than these 
intended outcomes, the UPE agenda has produced a set of unintended 
consequences. Although many of these intended outcomes are potentially long-
term processes that may take time to come to fruition, I found that the current 
perceptions and experience of those not getting educated can be decomposed into 
two inadvertent effects: 1) the problematization of not attending school, and 2) the 
potential social stratification that ensues from a society divided into a class of the 
educated and the not educated.   
The chapter proceeds as follows: in order to examine the potential 
unintended consequences of universal education, I first review the intended 
consequences as presented in policy and program documents of international 
development agencies and the Sierra Leone Ministry of Education. I then draw on 
data from my qualitative interviews to analyze both the perception as well as the 
experience of not getting educated. Finally, results are used to generate a 
discussion of the unintended consequences of the UPE agenda.  
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Intended Consequences of UPE 
Policy and program documents abound with the potential effects of an 
“education for all” framework. For example, in UNESCO’s (2013) Education for 
All policy brochure, education is purported to “transform lives” through eight 
mediating effects: reducing maternal deaths, improving child survival rates, 
improving children’s nutrition, narrowing pay gaps between men and women, 
reducing child marriage and early births, increasing tolerance, boosting economic 
growth, and promoting environmental protection. Through these intermediate 
goals, the brochure argues that education can “act as a catalyst for wider 
development goals” and “light[] every stage of the journey to a better life.”  
The Sierra Leone 2007 – 2015 Education Sector Plan likewise envisions 
that “an education system provides for and meets the needs of the society” while 
also  “ensuring the provision of opportunities for each individual to realise his/her 
educational potential and to contribute to the development of his community and 
hence the nation” (Sierra Leone MOEST, 2007, p. i). At the national level, 
providing “basic education of quality for all” is seen to reduce poverty and 
advance society (ibid). The more recent 2014 – 2018 Education Sector Plan lays 
out a similar mission to “provide opportunities for children and adults to acquire 
knowledge and skills, as well as nurture attitudes and values that help the nation 
benefit and prosper” (Sierra Leone MOEST, 2013, p. 8). This mission works 
towards realizing the vision of “an appropriately educated, entrepreneurial and 
innovative citizenry [that is] tolerant, productive and internationally competitive” 
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(ibid). These plans have been enshrined into policy through the 2010 National 
Education Policy, which states the goal of education in Sierra Leone as being: “to 
develop citizens that can contribute to building a cohesive, healthy, and strong 
nation with a sustainable and dynamic economy; a free, just and peace-loving 
society; a democratic and harmonious society; and a moral and disciplined 
society” (Government of Sierra Leone, 2010, p. 8).  
National education plans and policies thus mimic international discourse 
in terms of the intended effects of realizing the goal of universal basic education. 
Both converge around the notions of education promoting: individual labor 
opportunities and a stronger economy; a tolerant, peaceful and democratic 
society; and the health and longevity of citizens. When these intended outcomes 
are juxtaposed with the actual perceptions and experiences that have resulted from 
the universalization of primary schooling in rural Sierra Leone, two observations 
can be made. First, these intended outcomes are not necessarily being achieved, at 
least not as of yet. Second, other outcomes are occurring instead. I refer to these 
other outcomes as the unintended outcomes of the UPE agenda, which I will 
explore in the discussion section at the end of this chapter.  
 
 
Perception of Not Getting Educated 
In addition to understanding the perceptions of why a household might 
want their children to attend school – whether it is for physical and material 
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security, community integration or social status as I examined in the last chapter – 
it is also important to apprehend how the act of not getting educated is perceived 
by parents, children and community members. In general, interviewees 
unsurprisingly associated negative views with not attending school in various 
ways. First of all, out-of-school children are often described as not having 
“sense.” Parents and children alike described school as something that “develops 
you,” as one fourteen-year-old boy from Bunumbu put it, and “gives you more 
sense…[because] through education, you will know where you were and where 
you are heading,” as another father of four from Bramaia put it. On the other 
hand, “if you don’t learn, you are senseless. Only fools don’t learn,” said another 
father in Bramaia.  
Besides describing those who do not get an education as “senseless” 
“fools”, interviewees also often spoke of out-of-school children as “idlers” or 
“thieves.” One thirteen-year-old boy from Nongoba Bullom who dropped out of 
Class 1 illuminated the difference between being in and out of school: “It is a 
pain. I am not going to school [but] the others are going to school...I now remain 
idle. It's a great worry to me.” Moreover, as one mother from Bunumbu 
expressed, “if you are not educated, you have no skill [to] work and you go to the 
city, you will go to be a thief and roam about in the streets.” This is because 
children who “idle” and “roam” about are seen to be the ones without a 
“particular place” in the community. Another mother in Bunumbu explained, “the 
community does not want children to become idlers or thieves. So each and every 
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one in the community should be engaged in a particular place and always busy.” 
Children are therefore not considered busy unless they are in school. Furthermore, 
schools connect children to a role that makes them of use to society. A twelve-
year-old boy who dropped out of Class 5 summarized, “I went to school so that I 
can get education to become somebody useful in the community tomorrow.” 
Conversely, uneducated children provide little “use” to society.  
Overall, what is most remarkable is how not attending school is currently 
viewed as a problematic act across communities, by parents and even the children 
themselves. This stands in contrast to how a man described perceptions towards 
Western education when he was a child in Bunumbu in the 1960 to 1970s. 
Families then were predominantly traditionalists who firmly “believed in the 
value of farming and carrying on oral traditions and secret society rites.” In that 
context, students who attended school were perceived to be “lazy.” As the first 
and only child of eight to attend school, his parents let him enroll because he was 
“the lazy one” compared to his siblings who worked on the family farm.   
Now, uneducated children in Bunumbu are often described as being 
“wicked,” such as when a fourteen-year-old drop out said, “When I was in school, 
I wasn’t wicked. But when I am out now, I am a wicked somebody.” Parents, too, 
spoke of out-of-school children as being “rude and wicked,” as a mother of three 
in Bunumbu expressed: “Some of them [the children] they will just leave the 
school like that because they are rude and wicked.”  These responses suggest that 
a simple yet stark bifurcation between “good” educated children and “bad” 
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uneducated children may be emerging in the minds of both parents and children, 
supplanting the old dichotomization of educated children being lazy and 
uneducated children being hard-workers for the family.  
In fact, when probed with a picture and asked if a row of children seated in 
front of computers are lazy compared to a picture of children working on a farm 
(see Figure 22), parents and children consensually replied that they are not. For 
instance, a mother of a thirteen-year-old girl in Bramaia who has never attended 
school responded, “They are not lazy because of education. That is why they are 
sitting there.” Unlike times past when going to school was associated with idle 
sitting, not going to school is now viewed as a form of idling.  Another parent in 
Bunumbu clarified that this is because sitting is perceived to be “more important.” 
She said, “When you are happy or doing things, it will allow you to do more. 
Those who are sitting here, they are doing something that will make them benefit 
more. It’s more important than those in the bush.” One fifteen-year-old boy in 
Nongoba Bullom who dropped out of Class 5 summarized that even “if they [the 
school-going children] are lazy, it’s good (laugh).” In other words, even if one 
were to perceive attending school as an act of laziness, it is a beneficial form of 





Figure 22. Interview prompt juxtaposing children at computers vs. on farm 
 
 This is, however, not to say that participants expressed scorn for children 
working in the fields. Many parents, such as the father of an eleven-year-old boy 
who never attended school in a smaller village located half a mile from the larger 
Kabaya village in Bramaia chiefdom, were fond of the picture of children 
working on a farm – saying, “they are workers and that is my profession.” While 
a local primary school teacher in Bramaia viewed school and working on farms as 
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mutually exclusive because he observed parents taking children “out of the school 
and send[ing] them out to the farms… especially during harvest time,” most 
participants supported the idea of children attending school and still helping with 
the family farm. As the Section Chief of Bunumbu explained, “even if I have a 
child that goes to school, in the afternoon, he must come to work in the bush with 
me after school. So education in the morning, and work in the afternoon. If that is 
so, the child will get both benefits.” Another father in Nongoba Bullom reiterated: 
P: Even for now, those who are going to school today, after school, 
they are going to the farm. 
I: So they can still help in the afternoon? 
P: Yes they can still help after school. In the afternoon.  
 
This is especially pertinent because, as one thirteen-year-old girl who never 
attended school put it, “in our community [of Bramaia] if you don’t work, you 
don’t have food to eat.” Although school is preferred by virtually all to working in 
the field, not working at all is also not an option when the short-term basic 
survival for many families still depends on it.  
 
 
Experience of Not Getting Educated 
In addition to the sharp distinction drawn between how those who are 
educated and those who are not educated are perceived, the lived experiences, 
particularly of the uneducated, further reify this divide in the following ways. 
First, out-of-school children who formerly worked and played with their peers on 
equal grounds spoke of experiencing a difference in the treatment they receive 
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from their educated peers. When asked if his former peers treat him differently 
now that they are in school and he is not, a twelve-year-old boy who has never 
attended school in Bramaia replied, “They treat me in that inferior way.” Even 
children who do not feel any direct discriminatory treatment describe a general 
“split” between the two groups, as described by a boy in Bunumbu: “Now there is 
a split because they are going and I am not going… We used to go step by step, 
step by step together. But now I have dropped.” This divide often takes the form 
of decreased interaction and a growing distance between the two groups. For 
instance, another child in Bunumbu revealed how “the friendship and relationship 
is becoming less…Because I don’t go to school, my friend is trying to distance 
himself from me.” The child continued on to say that that makes him “feel bad. I 
feel sad about it.” In this case, the child alludes to how school-going children 
actively try to distance themselves from those who do not. The decreased 
interaction results at times in a sense of “sadness” or loneliness on the part of the 
child. 
Not only are out-of-school children seen to be socially alienated, but these 
children articulated feeling cognitive and cultural deficiencies as well. One 
fourteen-year-old boy in Bunumbu who dropped out of school said, “I am not 
feeling bright. I do not like the idea of being out of school.” For this boy, school is 
the source of intelligence, without which one cannot be considered “bright.” 
Another eleven-year-old girl who has never attended school described the 
difference in the behavior between in and out-of-school children this way: “From 
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school, they come and sit down and study. They study their books, their notes, 
and I don’t know any of that. I have nothing to do with them…I have stopped 
playing with them.” Instead, she continued, “they concentrate on their books 
now,” while she plays with “those that are not in school.” Whereas she once 
played with and acted similarly to her peers, she now sees herself as exhibiting 
different behavior than her friends who are in school. She thus only plays with her 
remaining four friends who also do not attend school like her.  
This growing schism extends beyond behavioral differences to also 
include a difference in attire. As a ten-year-old boy in Bramaia who has never 
attended school said, in contrast to himself, “I have seen my peers who are going 
to school, and every day they are neat and nice looking.” The “neat” uniforms that 
students are required to wear automatically demarcate and set the children who 
attend school apart from those who do not. This sense of difference is even felt by 
children who attend Qur’anic schools, as explained by a 13 year-old boy who has 
only attended Qur’anic but not government school. When asked if his friendship 
with his friends changed after they began attending government schools while he 
attended Qur’anic schools, the boy responded, “Yes. There was a change… The 
school going children they keep up their appearances. They are clean. They are 
neat. They dress fine. And we in the Qur’anic schools we are not up to that. We 
are not properly dressed.” These remarks demonstrate how children experience 
not wearing uniforms as a form of propriety that they do not possess. While it is 
certain that uniforms were by no means intended to make certain children feel 
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inferior or deficient, this is an inadvertent byproduct of how out-of-school 
children internalize school uniforms as a symbol signaling a cultural currency that 
they lack.  
Finally, children suggested how school-going children seem more refined 
than them. The same child who attends Qur’anic school went on to say, “We 
make noise. But the English schools do not allow that. In school, they go to their 
studies. In the Qur’anic schools, we sit on the floor to learn the Quran.” This child 
observes a degree of order and manners that children who attend the government 
schools exude, which he does not feel like he himself does from attending 
Qur’anic schools. There is a clear sense of hierarchy: children who attend English 
schools quietly tend to their studies, while Qur’anic students “sit on the floor” and 
“make noise.”  This is reiterated by another boy who told his parents at the age of 
seven that he wanted to go to Western instead of Qur’anic schools. His father 
recounted: 
P: He [the child] admires Western education so he went after the 
others to school.  
I: What does he admire about Western education? 
P: You will not be fooled by others. 
I: And Qur’anic education does not teach that?  
P: The Qur’anic education teaches people about that, but they 
don’t do the things the same way. Because in fact, the Qur’anic 
education benefit does not exist entirely in Sierra Leone, [like] the 
language. For Western education, English is very common. [But] 
Arabic is not common. It is not useful. 
 
Similar to interviewees who express a desire to go to school so they would not be 
“cheated” or “rogued” (as will be discussed shortly), this boy believes that 
without Western schooling, he may be easily “fooled by others.” When I further 
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asked why people might not be interested in Qur’anic education, the same parent 
divulged: “When you learn Arabic, you will only be employed as an imam. There 
is no employment for that. So people rush to send their children to English 
schools so they can become teachers, or police…For Qur’anic schools, their 
employment is only in the mosque.” Education, in other words, gives one the 
necessary sense to avoid being taken advantage by others. It also leads to a path of 
different, and more, types of employment than Qur’anic schools.  
Parents, too, conveyed a divide between the educated and non-educated. 
One mother from Bunumbu spoke of the difference that educated people emanate 
upon their return from attending school: “During that time, my equals that went to 
school, when they returned, I saw there was a difference… They were neat. 
Speaking foreign languages. They were not shy, they were outspoken.” Building 
on how language was found in the previous chapter to be a desired status symbol, 
this parent adds that through language, educated individuals are also more 
outspoken in front of others. Another mother elaborated, “When you are going to 
school, you will be outspoken. Then you will not be shamed to go about in public. 
Then you will know something better.” School, it seems, has the twin effect of 
empowering those who are educated while silencing and “shaming” those who are 
not. Besides erecting a communicative divide, education also builds a physical 
barrier between the two groups. As described by the same mother, “If they [the 
educated] are gathering and you do not know anything, would it be possible for 
you to enter among them to do anything? You can not.” It seems that one would 
		 241 





Despite the positive attitudes that most people hold about formal schooling 
that was presented in the last chapter, this chapter shows there are also discernible 
negative repercussions of the UPE movement in the three communities I study. I 
outline two such unintended consequences below: that of the problematization 
and stigmatization of not attending school, and that of social stratification.  
 
The Consequence of Problematizing and Stigmatizing Not Going to School 
One consequence of universalizing education is the problematization of 
the act of not going to school, that results in the stigmatization of those who do 
not attend school. Individuals within and across communities perceive not 
attending school as a troubling dilemma. It is instrumental here to take pause and 
draw on the work of philosopher Michel Foucault, who among his other work 
demonstrated how crime and madness became increasingly seen as a “problem” 
that should be cast as cases of social deviance and criminal behavior demanding 
institutionalization. In his book Discipline and Punish (1979), Foucault shows 
how modern institutions like prisons and academia can imperceptibly create 
accepted societal norms that are used to assess, classify and hierarchize 
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individuals. Then in The History of Sexuality (1984), Foucault reveals how 
sexuality came to be “problematized” historically through a shift towards viewing 
sexual pleasure as immoral transgressions. It is through the birth of prisons that 
the “pathologized delinquent” was then created. Under the guise of “knowledge” 
and “truth,” human sciences can further exercise power over the individual by 
establishing social constructs differentiating between the “normal” and the 
“abnormal.” Individuals who deviate from the norm are then deemed to be 
undesirable public “problems” that need to be addressed. In this way, 
normalization is a powerful, and invisible, social tool in a society that ultimately 
disciplines and categorizes its citizens.  
Although it would be farfetched to say that primary schools in Sierra 
Leone are disciplining individuals into utility and docility as Foucault argues that 
institutions like schools do, this study does show how not attending school is 
nevertheless being problematized in the minds of parents, children and local 
leaders at the community level. Not participating in school is viewed as 
problematic in that it increases the number of “idlers” and “thieves” who “roam 
about” aimlessly. These out-of-school children collectively form a social 
“problem” in that it produces communities with disengaged constituents who do 
not have a “particular place” in the community.   
Although some might assert that the problematization of the act of not 
attending school is entirely intended by educators and policymakers, I argue that 
few intend on the consequence of stigmatizing the individuals who are out of 
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school. Uneducated children are described as “senseless” “fools” who might even 
be “rude and wicked.” Just as David Baker argues that the education revolution 
has constructed “personal and public identities of success and failure” through the 
phenomenon of the “school dropout” (2014, p. 17-8), this study suggests that the 
local perceptions of children, and conversely out-of-school children, has indeed 
been affected by the emergent sociocultural norm of attending school. Although 
this study cannot disentangle the precise source of this norm diffusion, it does 
show how school participation increasingly defines the identity of a child. Just as 
the discourse on sex once created the notion of “aberrations, perversions, [and] 
oddities” (Foucault, 1984, p. 53), the universalization of education has created the 
category and label of an “out-of-school child” or “school dropout” who deviates 
from the norm of attending school. Baker argues that the cultural shift of the 
schooled society in America has been marked by “a new model of society 
hold[ing] that secondary education has become necessary to be a modern person” 
(2014, p. 227). Similarly, it seems that these families in Sierra Leone are moving 
towards such a model where (primary) schooling is necessary to be a modern, and 
also socially valued, person in the community.  In Baker’s terms, Sierra Leone 
can be considered on the cusp of being part of a “matured” schooled society that 
“defin[es] deviance educationally [author’s original emphasis]” (ibid, p. 226).  
 Thus, it may very well be true that the problematization of not going to 
school is actually intended as opposed to unintended. To some degree, 
policymakers and practitioners do want to create the perception that not attending 
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school is an individual as well as social problem. However, I argue that nobody 
intends or desires for children to be negatively stigmatized as individuals and 
marginalized in their communities. Nor does anyone intend for individual stigmas 
to aggregate to a stigmatized social class and a larger stratified society, as I will 
explore next.  
 
The Consequence of Social Stratification 
First of all, it must be noted that the changing perception of the value of 
education is aided by the fact that the means of production in Sierra Leone have 
also changed. Sierra Leone has been transitioning from an agrarian to 
industrialized society, particularly on the back of a boom in iron ore mining that 
has spurred the annual GDP growth rate to increase from 6.0% in 2011 to 20.1% 
in 2013 (World Bank, 2015b).50 Besides the mining industry, the service sector – 
composed of industries like banking, retail, trade and tourism – held a large share 
of the GDP (28%) in 2013 (African Development Bank Group, 2013). The 
development of these sectors and a service economy has exacerbated the skills 
gap present in the country. Almost all jobs now demand literacy and often some 
knowledge of English. Even rural agricultural jobs typically associated with 
physical labor require skills that can only be met through educational attainment. 
For instance, as found in a labor market analysis for the International Labour 
Office (ILO), a land clearer must be able to “calculate the amount of land needed 																																																								
50 This growth has been stalled due to the outbreak of the Ebola virus. Nevertheless, the projected 
GDP growth rate is still estimated to be between 8 to 9% for 2016 and 2017.  
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to be cleared” in addition to managing time (Arai, Cisse and Sock, 2010). As the 
means of production change, education is gaining more exchange value in the 
procurement of jobs, and along with it, in distinguishing one’s rank in society.  
With economic changes driving social status to be reframed along an 
educational dimension, it makes sense then that uneducated individuals are 
increasingly perceived to form a lower social rank that is itself being redefined. 
The classification of out-of-school children as a distinct category and societal 
dilemma can therefore also be viewed as a form of social class construction. In 
this way, analysis of the experience of not attending school further suggests the 
development of a process of social stratification. The slow and silent 
problematization and stigmatization of not being educated may be inadvertently 
leading to a stratification of society along a new social line of an educated versus 
uneducated class. This is similar in many ways to the distinction between the 
educated évolués and the uneducated paysans that emerged in colonial 
Francophone Africa (Cooper, 1997), with the difference being that the uneducated 
now form a minority rather than majority paysan class. And as local culture and 
values are being increasingly shaped by the norm of attending school, the social 
structure is dialectically changing along with it.  
To better understand how the social structure is changing, it is important 
to take a step back to outline the contours of the traditional class structure in 
Sierra Leone. Similar to sociologist Emile Durkheim’s early observation of 
“primitive” societies having less division of labor (1892), less developed rural 
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communities in Sierra Leone have economic systems that are less variegated. In 
contrast to an “advanced” society with a high amount of division of labor and 
myriad occupations marking a spectrum of social statuses, the majority of 
residents in rural Sierra Leone still hold the occupation of being subsistence 
farmers (CIA World Factbook. 2015). Hence, rather than being based on the 
achieved status of occupations, the traditional social structure in rural Sierra 
Leone is composed of a tiered hierarchy based on one’s pedigree. Those hailing 
from the lineage of the ruling chief fall at the top of the order (Ojukutu-Macauley, 
1997). This is followed first by religious teachers, sub-chiefs, and heads of secret 
societies, then by orators, healers and artisans. At the bottom are dependent 
freemen and slaves who provided the labor and military force, as well as power 
and prestige, for the ruling class. Though this structure has changed over time, for 
example in that there are no longer any slaves per se, the rest of the hierarchy by 
and large continues, with chiefs and land-owning families forming the local elite 
class even today (International Crisis Group, 2008). 
 Having established the social structure of Sierra Leone, a useful 
theoretical framework to understanding how this structure might be changing is 
conflict and reproduction theory. Conflict and reproduction theorists, who were 
influenced by the work of Karl Marx and Max Weber, believe society consists of 
status groups who vie against one another in a society that is constrained by 
limited material resources. Rather than leaning towards social cohesion and 
solidarity, as functionalist theory would espouse, conflict theory maintains that 
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societal relationships are typically underscored by a dominant class exploiting a 
subordinate class. Education can thus play a role in reproducing the existing 
hegemonic social structure, for example through a hidden curriculum (Apple, 
1978). If education is at all functional, it functions to serve the needs of the 
dominant class in upholding the same lines of social stratification. 
Within the field of conflict theory, economists Samuel Bowles and 
Herbert Gintis (1976) were among the first to argue that education contributes to 
the reproduction and legitimation of the extant relations of the capitalistic system. 
Under the guise of producing “good citizens” for a capitalistic society, schools in 
fact repress personal development and reproduce social inequality. Through what 
they call the correspondence principle, schools can serve as an institutional 
sorting mechanism that allocates individuals into an economic and class structure 
containing a fixed number of positions in society. The hierarchy of the school 
system therefore limits the development of students. Instead, it reinforces social 
inequality by legitimating the assignment of students to inherently unequal 
positions in the social hierarchy. In this way, there is a correspondence between 
the social relations of production for a capitalistic system and the social relations 
within an education system. 
While my findings resonate with these theories at the larger level of there 
being conflicting social groups in Sierra Leone, there are also ways in which they 
depart from these theories as they are conventionally applied. Namely, since 
schools are not reproducing in rural Sierra Leone the traditional social hierarchy 
		 248 
of chieftancy, results from this study paint perhaps a story of class production 
rather reproduction. Although there might be some reproduction in terms of the 
children of chiefs, for example, having more material resources and access to 
primary schools, the view of schools being an institutional sorting mechanism that 
allocates individuals into their respective places in a capitalistic labor market does 
not account for the changes occurring in Sierra Leone. While there may be an 
inchoate industrialized system of capitalism in the urban areas of Sierra Leone, 
there is no correspondence as of yet in rural Sierra Leone between the social 
relations of production and the social relations of education working to reproduce 
the same economic class structure as might be the case in a developed context like 
the US. Such an economic class structure is still in its nascent stages as Sierra 
Leone becomes more developed, and schools seem to be playing a role in 
producing, rather than reproducing, that structure. 
Similar to a lack of economic reproduction, schools also do not simply 
reproduce the dominant culture of the elite class. Instead, education is 
instrumental in subconsciously producing a new culture of hegemony. It is 
instructive here to relate these findings to Bourdieu and Passeron’s (1990) 
concept of cultural capital. In contrast to Blau and Duncan’s (1967) study that 
empirically demonstrated the occurrence of schools reproducing inequality 
through affluent children having higher educational achievement than poorer 
children, the influential work of Bourdieu and Passeron elaborates a theory of 
how this inequality occurs. Simply put, they distinguish between different types 
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of cultural capital, where the cultural capital of the elite class is more rewarded 
than the cultural capital of the lower class. Since dominant groups dictate culture 
at large, those who lack such cultural capital are relegated to lower educational 
tracks, credentials and later life outcomes. Because privileged children have the 
advantage of being exposed to the dominant form of cultural capital from birth, 
the cycle of class and cultural reproduction is thereby reinforced. Furthermore, 
school curricula across developed societies establish practical subjects such as 
industrial arts as low-status, and theoretical subjects as high-status. On the pretext 
of meritocracy and objectivity, schools – with teachers as the primary agent – 
transmit the dominant culture by mirroring and rewarding the cultural capital of 
the elite. In this way, schools inculcate, legitimate and reward the knowledge, 
values, language and habitus of the prevailing traditional status group, thus 
reproducing existing power relations.  
For the Sierra Leonean parents and children in my study, possessing the 
cultural toolkit of being neat, orderly, studious, donning uniformed attire, and 
speaking foreign languages like Krio and English forms the cultural capital that is 
currently more societally valued. Exhibiting these attributes is seen to be superior 
and necessary to enter the dominant class, while a lack of these traits is deemed to 
be inferior in nature. Indeed, when I asked one of my translators in Bramaia if 
there is tension between those who are and are not educated, he responded, “We 
find that to be true, that inferiority complex. It is happening.” Within this context, 
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school is a primary mechanism for imparting the behavior, style and disposition 
associated with a burgeoning upper class defined by its educational attainment. 
Yet this brings into relief two differences from Bourdieu’s theory that are 
worth noting. First, as discussed earlier, the more valued attributes of being neat, 
orderly, studious, and speaking foreign languages is not the culture of the 
traditional elite class of Sierra Leone. It is instead the attributes of Western culture 
that is increasingly used to define a modern elite class. In this way, countries in 
the Global North seem to be at the “core” of the world-system in driving not just 
economic but also cultural changes in the periphery (Wallerstein, 2011).  
A second way in which results from this study depart from classical 
reproduction theory is that in the economically developed contexts studied by 
Bourdieu and Passeron and most cultural reproduction theorists, it is privileged 
families that introduce the higher forms of cultural capital to children, with 
schools reinforcing the reproductive cycle by subconsciously rewarding the 
achievement of elite culture. Because the dominant cultural capital is that of 
Western or Westernized elites, it is not families in Sierra Leone, but rather the 
schools, that impart such cultural capital. Schools transmit the values of being 
neat and orderly, of speaking foreign languages, and of wearing uniforms that are 
associated with ascension into the dominant class. In these rural communities, 
elite status is therefore increasingly defined along the line of being educated. 
While this distinction may change in the future to one that is more marked by 
those who are able to translate education into material wealth, for the time being, 
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any child can currently set him or herself apart simply by attending school. Even a 
child living in poverty can feel “superior” so long as he or she participates in 
government education. In this sense, it is possible for schools as an institution to 
facilitate social mobility better than they do in developed countries since the mere 
attendance of school is currently enough to gain access to the dominant class. 
However, this path of social mobility obviously only applies for the children who 
participate in school. For the children who are out of school, education instead 
acts as a new stratifying barrier.  
In this way, schools are a mechanism by which a new social class structure 
is being formed in Sierra Leone. The fact that a higher social status is increasingly 
based on exhibiting the dress, manners and behavior associated with being 
educated signifies the shift of a society based on ascribed status to one based on 
achieved status. Interviewees now regard government education as a potential 
pathway towards gaining material wealth to uplift one’s social status (see 
preceding chapter). As increasing numbers of people are getting educated, a new 
class distinction between those who are and are not educated is being overlaid on 
top of the traditional structure where one’s position in society is largely 
determined at birth. Thus, schools are not reproducing an existing structure of 
social inequality. Rather, results suggest that schools are producing a new form of 
social inequality along the line of those who are and are not educated, with that 
demarcation also evolving as different groups gain educational access.  
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While the attainment of education has historically coincided with 
urbanization, where rural residents collectively received less education and were 
considered to be of a lower status group, this division is now being blurred as 
primary school has permeated the countryside and complicated the rural social 
structure. Education as a form of social distinction no longer applies only to those 
in towns and cities. The universalization of primary school access has made it 
such that, even in the rural hinterland, the level of education one achieves 
increasingly determines one’s subsequent social status. All of this confirms 
Baker’s (2014) thesis that in the schooled society, education is a primary 
institution that constructs the cultural meanings and social statuses of society. 
That said, achieved status is ideally based on a meritocratic system where 
an individual can earn a particular position through his or her efforts in acquiring 
a certain set of skills. In contemporary Sierra Leone however, the superior status 
of being educated is not necessarily based on merit or a person’s innate abilities. 
Because school is not effectively free – meaning school participation is still 
largely decided by current wealth – ascribed status still plays a role. To some 
degree, the resources one has access to through their birth status still determines 
one’s ability to enroll in school. For instance, chiefs tend to have more material as 
well as social capital, and it is rare for their children not to attend school. 
Accordingly, almost all of the parents of the out-of-school children in my 
interview sample were subsistence farmers. There thus seems to be some 
correlation and overlap between the existing class structure and who does or does 
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not get educated. Nonetheless, interview data demonstrates that government 
schools are facilitating a more complex social order by presenting a new means 
through which children can socially ascend.  
To be clear, this study is not espousing that social production and 
reproduction are dichotomized opposites. Instead, I use the term social production 
instead of reproduction because reproduction theory falls short in its lack of 
clarity and emphasis on how new aspects of class relations are created. Even by 
virtue of its name, reproduction theory implies a fixed hegemonic structure 
wherein existing social inequalities are simply reproduced and perpetuated. It is 
with this in mind that I use the term production in hopes to emphasize how the 
prevalence of schools is shaping changes in the local culture and creating a new 
class system characterized by differential levels of educational attainment. 
This new form of social stratification based on education is further 
fortified by the fact that schooling confers more advantages for the educated. First 
off, it allows one not to be “cheated” by others. As one father explained from 
Bunumbu, schooling is important because in “modern times, calculation is very 
smart and people are very smart in calculation. You cannot be rogued. Nobody 
can cheat you. You must tell him or her that you are cheating me, you are doing 
this. It’s because of education you can do this.” Those who are educated will not 
be deceived, however those who are not can easily be “rogued” and “cheated,” for 
example by being incorrectly charged in market or business transactions.  
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Even more important than being “cheated,” it is the educated class who 
not only get material benefits but also the opportunity to work before others.  One 
parent from Bunumbu explained how during the civil war: 
those who are educated, those who go to school before the war, 
they are the people that was working with those [running] the 
[refugee] camp. They take them to write their names. So those who 
were educated before the war were the best people because they 
were the people who can choose to do anything that they learned 
through education. They gave them a free house, vehicle, all was 
done through education. If you don’t have talent in your system 
towards education, you are the one who is going to work under the 
one who is educated.  
 
In Marxian terms, this parent depicts education as what allows one to be part of 
the elite bourgeoisie controlling the working proletariat. As another parent in 
Bramaia concisely said, “If our family or our community is without educated 
people, the educated ones will use you.” Not only are the uneducated 
disadvantaged because they lack the cultural capital to advance in a new society 
where education is the key to such progress, they are further disadvantaged 
because without education, they are being further “used” by those who are 
educated. In other words, even worse than remaining in a stagnant state of social 
immobility, there is the sense that not being educated could set one back and open 
one to potential oppression by others.  
Recent occurrences in the community of Kabaya, a village in Bramaia 
chiefdom that was relatively late to embrace formal schooling (see Appendix on 
site descriptions), illustrate the oppression that can take place. Because of the 
presence of a more educated neighboring community called Kukuna, Kabaya was 
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politically “dominated” for over sixty years because they did not realize they held 
rotational rights to the esteemed position of Paramount Chief.51 As one of my 
translators from the village of Kabaya explained: 
T: We have seen what education has done for a lot of people. And 
we have seen the disadvantages of education from our neighbors. 
That is over there in Kukuna, they have more education. We are 
disadvantaged. 
I: So what has education done for them there? 
T: Because of their education, they dominated us for 60 something 
years. It’s an amalgamated chiefdom…Because of a lot of people 
are educated there, they dominated us for 62 years before ever the 
Paramount Chief position rotated [to us].  
I: Oh you mean the Paramount Chief was always from there? 
T: Yes, this is the first time [it has rotated here] since 
amalgamation.  
I: When did the amalgamation happen? 
T: 1942.  
I: So before that, they were separate. 
T: Yes, we were separate.  
I: So you’re saying since 1942, the Paramount Chief has always 
been from Kukuna?  
T: Yes. But through education and the blessings of God, this 
[current] Paramount Chief [from Kabaya] came and fought for 
that… Through [his] education he knew…[about] the archives at 
Fourah Bay College. And through education, we have our contact 
people in Freetown that help us to go through the archives…to go 
and dig up the history on this colonial chiefdom…We never 
knew… the Paramount Chief [position] should rotate from point A 
to point B, and from point B to point A…Before it was not rotating 
at all. 
 
Up until recently, the more educated village of Kukuna therefore dominated their 
less educated, neighboring village of Kabaya. It was not until the return of an 
educated man, who had emigrated to America and returned in 2003 for what was 																																																								
51 The Paramount Chieftaincy is the highest position in the hierarchy of traditional authority and 
rule at the local level of the chiefdom. Only certain families have the appropriate ancestral lineage 
to be eligible for election into the position. Once elected, the position carries a life-long term. 
Paramount Chiefs are also integrated into the National Parliamentary system and sit with Local 
Councils in Parliament.  
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supposed to be a short visit, that the history of the two chiefdoms being 
amalgamated was unearthed. His education afforded him the cultural, social and 
human capital to: 1) have the necessary contacts and resources to visit the 
National Archive in the capital of Freetown, 2) find and understand the legal 
documents at the archive, and 3) obtain the necessary signatures from local elders 
to then fight for and win the Paramount Chief position he now assumes. Had he 
not returned, it is unlikely that Kabaya would have ever known about this long-
lost rule, in which case, they would still be politically and socially marginalized 
as they were in the past. Since the rotation, the village now has its own primary 
school and receives more resources from NGOs that used to only focus on 
Kukuna. Though one man’s education has played a transformational role in this 
community, it also brings to mind other, less educated communities who may 
very well be “dominated” and do not yet possess the class consciousness to know 
they are being taken advantage of.  
 In summary, results from this study suggest that one byproduct of the UPE 
agenda is the calcification of a new social structure stratified by educational 
attainment overlaying the traditional structure of chieftancy. Contrary to most 
literature on social stratification, however, I argue that this should be considered 
more a case of social production than reproduction for two reasons. First, schools 
are not instrumental in reproducing the same economic class structure through a 
process of correspondence (Bowles and Gintis, 1976). Instead, schools are 
playing a role in creating new relationships and categories of classes that will 
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likely align with the changing economy. Neither are schools instrumental in 
reproducing the dominant elite culture (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1990). Rather, 
schools in Sierra Leone are facilitating the creation of a new definition of elite 
culture based on the adoption of Western culture and values. I thus contend that 
schools are aiding in producing a new system of social inequality, which will only 
be increasingly fortified by the mental and material – as well as individual and 




Instead of reproducing a class system defined by traditional chieftancy 
structures, high society throughout the country of Sierra Leone is increasingly 
identified by a cultural capital characterized by Western notions of uniforms, 
manners, and language that one can only gain access to by attending government 
schools. Education is thereby both the vehicle of and the obstacle to social 
mobility. 
I pause here, however, to make an important distinction. This study is not 
an account of a simple displacement of the primordial by the modern, nor do I 
mean to essentialize Sierra Leone as being a “primitive” society that is just 
starting to sharply break from its “traditional” state. Of course these changes form 
a gradual spectrum that is in constant flux. Instead, the adoption of some of these 
Western practices and value systems might be likened to postcolonial theorist 
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Homi Bhabha’s conceptualization of an “in-between” space marked by “a cultural 
hybridity that entertains difference without an assumed or imposed hierarchy” 
(1994, p. 4). Instead of emphasizing a hierarchized vertical replacement of the 
inferior old by the superior new, this lens views the hybridization of local and 
Western culture as a melding of horizontal differences. As Bhabha points out: 
The social articulation of difference, from the minority perspective, 
is a complex, on-going negotiation that seeks to authorize cultural 
hybridities that emerge in moments of historical 
transformation…The borderline engagements of cultural difference 
may…confound our definitions of tradition and modernity…and 
challenge normative expectations of development and progress 
(ibid, p. 2).  
 
Viewing these social changes as an “interstitial passage” thus challenges the 
perspective of identities being opposing “primordial polarities” that are fixed, 
singular and binary. Furthermore, Political scientist and philosopher Seyla 
Benhabib calls attention to how culture is “polyvocal, multilayered, decentered, 
and fractured systems of action and signification” (2002, p. 25). The process of 
cultural change is therefore not a simple jump from the traditional to the modern, 
or even a clear linear progression for that matter. This is especially so if one 
defines culture “polyvocally,” meaning that beyond these three sample sites, there 
is an even larger multitude of voices and trends across Sierra Leone that is not 
even reflected in this study. In sum, since notions of values and even social 
classes are myriad and not fixed, changes in this liminal period should be seen as 
a process of superimposition, rather than supplantation.   
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 Yet even as new categories of identities are being constructed, it seems 
that the act of attending school is now a mark of distinction. However, for the less 
fortunate persistent non-attenders, the label of being “out-of-school” diminishes 
their social worth both in their own eyes, as well as the eyes of others. This 
corroborates Hannum and Buchmann’s finding that, “In short, decades of 
empirical research in social stratification and mobility offer evidence that 
educational expansion does not necessarily narrow social inequalities between 
advantaged and disadvantaged groups” (2005, p. 347). Rather than being the great 
equalizer, expanding educational opportunities and access has not resulted in 
closing disparities between different socioeconomic or ethnic groups. In fact, this 
study shows how education expansion can, in and of itself, facilitate the creation 
of a new form of social inequality.   
The demarcation and categorization of individuals along educational lines 
that is currently taking place challenges the rationale that modernization can break 
down traditional ascriptive social barriers to produce a more meritocratic society 
based on achieved factors (Lipset & Bendix, 1959). Although the UPE agenda is 
not going so far as creating a “closed” system that prevents some from accessing 
more prestigious occupations (Sorokin, 1927; Arum, Beattie & Ford, 2010), it 
may nevertheless be creating unintended social divisions.  
Political scientist Reinhard Bendix, in his analysis of the French 
Revolution (1964), distinguished between functional and plebiscitarian principles 
of representation. Functional representation designates “group-specific activities” 
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or rights distributed at the group level, contrasted with plebiscitarianism, which 
creates direct relationships between the individual and the state. Equality is thus 
distributed individually, not on a group basis. While this may seem to be a 
positive transition towards a more modern and developed social system, it is 
problematic for two reasons. First of all, it assumes that individual children and 
households can seamlessly and immediately transition to having such a direct 
relationship with the nascent state – one that is still very much in the process of 
rebuilding after the civil war and the recent Ebola virus crisis. Secondly, it ignores 
that individual rights might also be coupled with individual obligations. Whereas 
universal primary education can be considered an individual right if schools were 
truly free, it in reality becomes an individual obligation as parents and guardians, 
most of who are struggling to secure the survival of their families, now have to 
bear the additional cost of education. Thus, the notion of an equal “education for 
all” can paradoxically create new social inequalities along the line of who can and 
cannot afford a basic education. In this way, the tension between the meritocratic 
and stratification effect of mass education continues today in Sierra Leone. 
In the popular drive towards achieving universal education, many are 
quick to approach the issue as an elusive social goal that is a “problem” to be 
solved. Rather than jumping directly to creating yet another solution to this 
“problem,” this chapter hopefully serves as a reminder that the path towards 
universalizing education is also one that is, and will be, uneven in its progress, 
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and unequal in its effect. As such, the goal itself may need to be periodically 
reconsidered in a different light.  
As the expired MDGs transitions to the new Sustainable Development 
Goals, the latest development discourse is recasting the resolution of the out-of-
school children “problem” as one of having to focus on “the most vulnerable and 
marginalized from education systems” (Global Partnership for Education, 2015). 
Instead of simply narrowing the target population through superlative terms like 
“most (italics mine) vulnerable,” there should perhaps be more discussion and 
reflection on what effects – intended and unintended – the push for UPE is itself 













I began my doctoral studies perplexed by and fixated on how to achieve 
Universal Primary Education as part of the United Nations’ Millennium 
Development Goals. As someone who had just come out of working as a public 
high school teacher and an international development practitioner, I firmly 
believed that education provides a path towards alleviating global poverty. 
Through my experience teaching English as a Peace Corps volunteer in a small 
town in rural Bangladesh, I was thanked by many of my students who went on to 
obtain foreign visas or jobs with NGOs and international companies. One student 
even joined the UN Peacekeeping Troops and was sent to Cote d’Ivoire. These 
opportunities, they told me, were largely due to the education with which I 
provided them. Without having improved their English through my course, they 
claimed they never would have passed the interview and application processes. So 
even though I considered myself a critical and reflective practitioner, I had never 
questioned the end goal of UPE itself. To me, the Millennium Development Goals 
acted as a personal guidepost, and barriers to realizing UPE were the main 
international education problems that needed to be addressed. Despite its failings, 
education – particularly a basic primary education and literacy – was not only a 
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human right, but also the solution to mitigating individual as well as global 
poverty, I thought.   
Throughout the course of my program of study, as I read the works of 
classic social scientists like Marx, Durkheim and Weber, as well as more modern 
critical theorists like Immanuel Wallerstein, Andre Gunder Frank, Edward Said 
and particularly Michel Foucault, I grew more wary of the potentially negative 
outcomes of international education programs that are primarily based on Western 
thought and values. Foucault in particular helped me to understand the value in 
taking an unquestioned societal norm or institution – such as mental illness, 
sexuality or prisons – and tracing the genealogy of how that idea came to be 
established as an accepted, unquestioned, and hegemonic social norm.  More and 
more, I considered and at times adopted the lens of critical pedagogues and other 
influential scholars such as Paulo Freire, Michael Apple, Henry Giroux, Pierre 
Bourdieu, and Samuel Bowles and Herbert Gintis. These critical perspectives 
allowed me to think more deeply about the potentially negative outcomes of UPE 
that I had previously ignored.  
I thought more about the students who had “failed,” particularly the ones 
in New York, some of whom I still had contact with. Several never completed 
high school. Others who had graduated were now struggling to find retail and fast 
food jobs. One “lucky” student, as he described himself when I followed up with 
him after graduation, was working at Duane Reade. The more successful students 
were attending college (mostly community colleges), all the while surrounded by 
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an inescapable uncertainty of whether they could persist to graduation. Was it 
possible that, rather than catalyzing their transition to a better future, schooling 
had little effect on the upward social mobility that all my students had strived for? 
Or worse yet, had their education even somehow contributed to their life 
struggles?  
I designed the arc of this dissertation to mirror the shift in my own 
perspectives on education. After an introduction of how the concept of universal 
primary education began in Sierra Leone, I focused in Chapters 4 and 5 on the 
obstacles that stand in the way of achieving that goal today – this being akin to 
my initial, indiscriminating support of mass schooling. In Chapters 6 and 7, I then 
adopted a more critical perspective of the potential negative consequences such an 
agenda can inadvertently have. In this concluding chapter however, I circle back 
to ultimately arrive at a moderate stance of remaining dedicated to the objective 
of universalizing primary education, but judicious in how that goal should be 
reached. 
This study began by posing two questions: 1) What barriers remain in the 
progress towards achieving universal primary education in the developing context 
of Sierra Leone?, and 2) What is the effect of the universal primary education 
agenda on out-of-school children? I put forth two main findings in response to 
these research questions. First, the leading obstacle that prevents children from 
participating in primary school in Sierra Leone is the fact that in spite of the de 
jure abolishment of primary school fees in 2004, school is not free de facto. 
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Rather than commonly cited constraints such as a lack of value for education, 
families consistently express a strong desire for education. A lack of value for 
education, in other words, is not a salient barrier for the rural Sierra Leoneans in 
my sample. Instead, families are faced with having to pay community teacher 
stipends, along with miscellaneous school costs, that hinder them from enrolling 
their children in primary school.  
Second, while it may come as little surprise that contemporary quantitative 
and qualitative results reveal distance to school and household poverty as the 
biggest remaining barriers to school attendance, an unintended consequence of the 
Universal Primary Education movement has been the “problematization” of the 
act of not attending school, along with the stigmatization of out-of-school 
children. For instance, children who are not in school are often seen by parents, 
leaders and even the children themselves as “idlers” and “thieves” who are not 
“useful” to the community. This distinction of out of school children as deviating 
from the now normative behavior of obtaining a basic education serves to further 
stratify the society along a new line of an educated versus uneducated class – not 
unlike the educated évolués and the uneducated paysans of colonial Francophone 
Africa (Cooper, 1997). The difference, however, is that the post-war UPE agenda 
has brought to fruition the true notion of mass education by spreading education 
throughout the rural hinterland and entrenching formal schooling into the social 
structures of Sierra Leone. And as the uneducated class shrinks in size, the 
marginalization that persistent non-attenders experience increases in its effect.  
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I proceed in this conclusion first by further reflecting on the possibility 
that the UPE agenda has produced inequity despite its quest for equity. I then 
discuss concrete policy recommendations on how best to move the educational 
landscape of Sierra Leone forward, which includes how current education policies 




Producing Inequity While Seeking Equity 
Analyses of the experiences of schooling (and non-schooling) from this 
study reveal that an unintended consequence of UPE is the social stratification 
that is now occurring between those who are and are not educated. Western 
schools in Sierra Leone have long had the effect of producing different forms of 
social stratification since the colonial era – first along ethnic lines with a 
distinction drawn between an educated Krio class and the indigenous African 
ethnic groups, and then along geographic lines of the rural versus the urban.  
But just as an unintended byproduct of the campaign for human and child 
rights is parents’ inability to force any children who might not want to go to 
school to attend school (see Chapter 5), the UPE movement may now be 
inadvertently dividing society in new cultural ways. It seems the very attempts to 
universalize education, such as by conducting sensitization campaigns to change 
social norms, have been so effective in shaping public opinion that local leaders, 
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parents and children in all three rural communities now problematize the act of 
not attending school. This contrasts starkly with past attitudes, where it was the 
children who attended school that were “lazy” since they did not help families 
with their house or farm work. This new normative attitude is facilitating the 
creation of a different form of cultural inequality that distinguishes the educated 
as a rising dominant class separate from the uneducated. Much like “dropouts” 
came to be stigmatized by the larger society in America beginning in the 1960s 
(Baker, 2014), out-of-school youth in Sierra Leone are increasingly branded as 
“idlers” who are of no “use” to their communities. While the overall inequality of 
school participation has diminished in that a supermajority of children in rural 
Sierra Leone now have access to primary school, this progress is exacerbating the 
marginalization that children who are persistent non-attenders face. As more of 
their peers attend school, these children, who are decreasing in number, are 
becoming stigmatized with the labels, such as idleness or thievery, that 
accompany being out of school. At the least, not attending school is being added 
to the list of socially unacceptable behaviors.  
Although much attention has been paid to the need to “smooth out 
inequities linked to income poverty, gender, ethnicity, language, geographic 
location and disability” (UNICEF, 2015a, p. 103), there thus must also be 
recognition that the UPE agenda and the provision of education itself may 
ironically be creating another form of inequity that produces its own negative 
psychosocial impact on those who are excluded. Because the goal of universal 
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education cannot be achieved at once, participation in school is inevitably unequal 
in the interim. And rather than creating a more just and equal society, the uneven 
nature of school participation is producing a dimension of social inequality that, 
in turn, can have effects on other social institutions such as families and peer 
groups. In this case, using King’s (2014) framework of education being a 
reflector, amplifier, signal and causal contributor to group-level processes, 
education seems to extend beyond reflecting dominant classes to creating a new 
social category of uneducated dropouts, thereby amplifying and redefining 
societal divisions. 
 Rather than spending an inordinate amount of time and resources changing 
local culture and social norms, findings from this study demonstrate a more dire 
need to change the supply and delivery of education to meet the needs especially 
for those who remain unable to participate in primary school. In particular, 
structural concerns need to be addressed, such as a continued emphasis on 
improving the quality of education through actions like increasing the number of 
well-trained teachers. Most of all, since primary schools are not actually free, 
there should be further support for MEST’s interventions to reduce the cost of 
schooling and provide targeted scholarships to needy families. In the 2014 Sierra 
Leone Education Sector Plan, the government rightly identifies the problems that 
“even though primary education is tuition-free, many schools still charge illegal 
fees. Other costs, such as those for uniforms, books and transportation, make 
education burdensome for many families” (Sierra Leone MOEST, 2013, p. 24). 
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However, not only should the Ministry of Education “make efforts to provide 
school fee subsidies to schools in a timelier manner, so head teachers have the 
funds needed to run their school without much reliance on fees from parents” 
(ibid), the subsidies themselves should be increased to realistically cover the cost 
of all the extraneous supplies, activities and resources that schools would 
otherwise charge to parents. This point will be elaborated on in the next section 




First, international policymakers must consider a reallocation of 
educational funds, particularly if the new Education 2030 – Sustainable 
Development Goal of ensuring free access to education through high school for all 
children is to be reached. The Sustainable Development Goals, which have been 
criticized for its “unactionable, unquantifiable targets” (Easterly, 2015), needs to 
begin by clarifying the amount of foreign aid that will be committed to achieving 
these goals.  Within the total amount of aid, an increase in the amount apportioned 
to education can then be considered, justified by the fact that aid to basic 
education is 11 percent lower in 2015 than it was in 2010.  
Beyond reallocating the amount of aid distributed towards education at the 
international level, there should be further consideration for which countries are in 
most need of educational assistance. Most of the current aid increases have been 
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directed towards middle-income rather than low-income countries (UNESCO, 
2015b). Furthermore, any increase in aid to basic education for low-income 
countries is concentrated in “a handful of countries” like Myanmar who “alone 
accounted for 66% of the total increase in aid to basic education for low income 
countries” (ibid, p. 10). For Sierra Leone, aid per capita to basic education 
amounts to less than USD$20 per child over 2011-13, as compared to $47 per 
child in Liberia. Funding must therefore be more equitably distributed across 
countries in need.  
At the national level, educational funding within Sierra Leone also falls 
short. As of 2012, the country spent 2.7% of its GDP on education (UNDP, 2016). 
This ranks 188th in the world, with only 7 countries falling lower than Sierra 
Leone.52 While government allocation to education has recently grown from 8.5% 
of the national budget in 2012 (Budget Advocacy Network, 2014) to 15.3% in 
2015, funding is projected to decrease again to 10.9% in 2016 (Ministry of 
Finance and Economic Development, 2015). This contrasts with the 25.7% 
allocation that the road sector, for example, is projected to receive in 2016.   
Both internationally and nationally, focus on primary education must be 
maintained, particularly as the international and national community moves on to 
universalizing secondary education. Disbursement of educational aid from 
multilateral donors such as the World Bank and EU institutions has shifted the 
share of aid away from basic education towards secondary and post-secondary 																																																								
52 These 7 countries consist of Peru, Chad, Sri Lanka, Lebanon, Monaco, Central African 
Republic, and Myanmar. 
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education since 2011 (UNESCO, 2015b). For instance, allocation of global aid to 
basic education fell from a high of 65% in 2005 to 43% in 2013. Within Sierra 
Leone, primary education received less than 13.6% of the national education 
budget in 2014, as compared to the 75% allocation that tertiary education received 
(Budget Advocacy Network, 2013). The drastic imbalance of funds away from 
primary and secondary education towards universities is exacerbated by the fact 
that this has long been the case in Sierra Leone since the 1960s (Banya, 1993). 
International and national education bureaucrats should therefore ensure that a 
sufficient share of educational aid is apportioned specifically to basic and primary 
education. This is particularly important as the Sustainable Development Goals 
have turned attention to the issue of quality over access, and the target of 
secondary schooling over primary. Before fully tackling these new issues, 
however, there should be sustained funding and focus on basic issues of primary 
school access and completion in order to truly close the primary enrollment gap.   
Besides the international and national reallocation of educational funding, 
a second policy recommendation is that government and community teachers in 
Sierra Leone must be duly paid. This study confirms the twin problems behind 
teacher remuneration that was also found in previous studies: not only are 
teachers in Sierra Leone being paid late, but community teachers receive less than 
USD$10 a month (Bennell & Akyeampong, 2007). Since these costs are not borne 
by the state, Chapter 5 showed how the financial burden falls on parents and 
households – causing many parents to be unable to send their children to school 
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due to their inability to pay such fees that are involuntary across the three sample 
sites of this study. This is a considerable divergence from the picture painted in 
UNESCO’s policy paper that “the tremendous progress [in school enrollment] 
seen at the start of the century was largely due to large-scale measures to improve 
access to education, such as the abolition of tuition fees and the construction of 
new schools” (2015b, p. 2). In Sierra Leone at least, the abolition of tuition fees 
has not been realized in actuality, largely because of mandated teacher stipends. 
Without the timely and proper remuneration of government and community 
teachers, primary education can never be universally free and accessible.  
The preceding recommendations are necessarily intertwined: the low 
prioritization that primary education receives needs to be broadcast and addressed 
for there to be any hope that teachers will be properly paid, so that primary 
schools can truly be free. The necessity of school being free, de facto and de jure, 
is particularly pertinent with the Ebola pandemic leaving even more families 
struggling to survive and unable to afford schooling (Guardian, 2015). As 
summed up in a recent report from the Global Initiative on Out-of-School 
Children, there is “the need for a long overdue reality check on the scale of the 
resourcing required to guarantee a basic education for every child” (UNICEF, 
2015a, p. 102).	One of the five key themes of the new Education 2030 – 
Sustainable Development Goal is “equitable access and learning” through 
“ensuring fairness and equality of outcome [emphasis added]” (UNESCOc, 2015). 
While it is laudable that the government of Sierra Leone, with the aid and support 
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of international agencies, has dramatically improved physical access to schools 
through large primary school construction projects, this only leads to an equality 
of opportunity, not of outcome as outlined in UNESCO’s post-2015 agenda. Since 
schools are not truly free, improved physical access does not necessarily translate 
to economic access. And unless school fees are abolished in reality, universal 
school access will no doubt continue to remain an elusive goal, leading to further 
inequities if left unaddressed.  
Moreover, research from elsewhere in the developing world has shown 
how unequal access to education, even if it is not deliberate, can produce 
grievances that can contribute to conditions for conflict (Collier & Hoeffler, 2004; 
Barakat & Urdal, 2009; Burde, 2014). Sierra Leone’s own history is also marred 
by issues of educational access playing a role in breeding conflict (Keen, 2005). 
Specifically, lack of access to public education was used as a justification by both 
the NPC and RUF to overthrow the government (Wright, 1997). Youth who did 
not complete primary education were thus found to be much more likely to rebel 
(Humphreys & Weinstein, 2008), which is a point that should be remembered 
before the country moves on to take on secondary school access and completion.  
In addition to school fees, the SDG Education 2030’s other key theme of 
an inclusive education that “reaches out to all learners” (UNESCO, 2015d) cannot 
be realized unless there is more widespread recognition that structural issues of 
cost remain perhaps the most pressing barrier for many families and persistent 
non-attenders. While the post-2015 agenda has correctly identified the “most 
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vulnerable” groups like girls, rural and working children who are regularly 
excluded from education, there needs to be more recognition that, at least in the 
case of Sierra Leone, this is not due to a cultural lack of value or desire for 
education – as shown in Chapter 6. Instead, it is the structural constraint of 
educational expenses that prevents these children from participating in school. 
Together, these results suggest that in designing policy and program interventions 
for Sierra Leone, structural considerations regarding school expenses should 
outweigh household ones like culture and values. 
Finally, one policy recommendation that can be generalized to other 
developing contexts is the need to design and implement a multitude of 
educational approaches, not just within a country but even within one rural village 
or small town. Chapter 2 showed how assuming the homogeneity of a populace 
while failing to explicitly define commonly-used terms can contribute to a 
country’s inability to universalize education. Beyond semantics, recognizing the 
diverse intentions and meanings of a simple word like “rural”, “local”, 
“community” or “public” has great implications, particularly for decentralization 
schemes that have gained popularity in the last few decades. Development 
solutions often advocate engaging “local Searchers” (Easterly, 2006) or increasing 
“localism” through empowerment (Carothers, 1999) – as if the “local” is one 
concretely bound, homogeneous unit. Even James Scott’s (1998) often-cited work 
oversimplifies the “local” as much as it does the state; Scott criticizes bureaucratic 
rationality for displacing “local” knowledge, or what he calls metis. However, 
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simply venerating the “local” does not sufficiently show the heterogeneity of 
practices, actors, and needs in any particular locality.  
The current UNESCO approach of creating more targeted interventions to 
“reach the most marginalised children and youth who are out of school today, 
including those with disabilities; from ethnic, religious or linguistic minorities; 
and children affected by armed conflict” demonstrates a move to better defining 
sub-populations of children that need to be reached (UNESCOb, 2015, p. 2). That 
said, many education programs still advocate actions be taken at the “community 
level,” such as when the West and Central Africa Regional Report on the Global 
Initiative on Out-of-school Children concludes that “aspects of social 
mobilization against exclusion and the culture of inclusion should be well 
communicated to the community” (UNICEF, 2014, p. 62). However, who here is 
the community? To take the chiefdom of Nongoba Bullom as an example, is a 
community the entire chiefdom, or a conglomerate of villages, or a particular 
village? Furthermore, it is possible that the notions of “local” and even 
“community” might extend beyond geography to also encompass aspects of 
culture and knowledge (Geertz, 1983). Without careful specification and 
definition, these terms, which are intended to be more specific in identifying 
micro-level targets, end up conjuring the same generalities as macro, national-
level rhetoric.  
Because any locale, no matter how geographically small, is marked by 
cultural heterogeneity, multiple approaches to schooling must therefore be 
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matched to distinctly defined target groups in order to close the primary 
enrollment and completion gap. This could, for instance, include providing 
modified alternative educational programs that allow children and families to 
pursue other objectives – such as obtaining a Qur’anic education, participating in 
secret societies, helping with domestic chores or taking care of a sick parent – 
concurrent with completing primary school. Ultimately, achieving the goal of 
universalizing education hinges on diversifying the provision of education to meet 
the myriad demands not just of “local” “communities,” but of clearly specified 
target groups within these communities. 
 
Juxtaposing the Current With the Past 
As Sierra Leone rebuilds its school system in the wake of the Ebola crisis, 
it is worth asking how historical lessons might inform how the country should 
move forward. The astounding consensus around the need to achieve UPE should 
first be noted. Unlike the uncertainty surrounding the practicalities of how to 
reach universality in the decades following independence in the 1960s and 1970s 
(see Chapter 2), it is remarkable how few people now believe that such a goal is 
too ambitious, regardless of the challenges that still remain. With the 
enshrinement of education being a human right, the rationale that universal 
primary education should be delayed due to an overproduction of educated people 
from rural areas straining the resources and labor market of urban cities has 
become obsolete. Even though concerns of an educated but unemployed youth 
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population still exist, the right for everyone to have a basic education takes 
precedence over this potential outcome. There has thus been a turn of the tide, 
particularly in the last two decades since the end of the civil war, in the national 
and international commitment to attaining universal education in Sierra Leone.  
As the educational fervor has intensified, the approach towards 
universalizing education has also changed to become more unwavering. Post-
independence education programs of the 1970s and 1980s in Sierra Leone 
improved school enrollment and completion rates through an approach of 
inclusively altering and adapting the content of education to the lives of those 
who were to receive it. As seen in Chapter 2 on the Bunumbu Project, education 
programs and policies preceding the civil war sought to expand education by 
making it more “relevant” to the “actual life and work” of “local” communities; 
Chapter 3 showed that such an approach of involving the community and adapting 
education to the lives of out-of-school children positively impacted primary 
school completion rates in the area of Bunumbu.  
In comparison, policies since the end of the war in 2001 have applied a 
different approach of achieving UPE by stimulating demand through legal 
mandates and fines. For example, the Sierra Leone Education Act of 2004 
mandates that (p. 5): 
a parent, including a guardian, who neglects to send his child to 
school for basic education commits an offence and shall be liable 
on conviction to a fine not exceeding Le500,000.00 or to 
imprisonment for a term not exceeding one year or to both such 
fine and imprisonment. 
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As most families are unable to pay such a fine, this policy effectively serves to 
further exclude, rather than include, marginalized groups. Furthermore, even if 
families were to be able to pay such a fine, it drives many already impoverished 
families into deeper poverty. It thus seems that such punitive fines could be 
abolished altogether.  
More recently, national education policies and programs have employed a 
third approach of conducting informational, “sensitization” campaigns to 
encourage school participation. The 2014 Education Sector Plan claims, “some 
question the usefulness of the education they receive in school” (Sierra Leone 
MOEST, 2013, p. 23). It then goes on to outline an intervention to conduct 
“multi-sectorial campaigns … to convince parents, especially those in rural areas 
and derived communities, of the gains of having their children educated” (p. 23). 
This study, however, finds little need for such an intervention of “convincing” 
parents, as an overwhelming majority of interviewees from the three 
geographically dispersed rural sites all spoke of the various types of gains – 
material and social – that education can bring.53  
Furthermore, the current approach of using drama and songs to sensitize 
communities (referred to as the “communication for development” approach by 
UNICEF) hinges on altering, rather than meeting, the demand of education. 
Although local artists, actors and community members are engaged to adapt 																																																								
53 These sensitization campaigns, however, should be differentiated from the public information 
campaigns to persuade parents that schools are safe and assuage the fear families now have 
following the Ebola crisis (Marrier d'Unienville, 2015). Additionally, it is possible that such 
sensitization campaigns might be more appropriate for urban areas who were not part of this study. 
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campaigns to their culture, they are still instructed and trained to deliver an 
external message that is pre-determined by education bureaucrats either from 
Freetown or abroad. As explained by a UNICEF Education Specialist in the 
Freetown office, UNICEF is even building on the “communication for 
development” approach to employ a new “social norms” approach: 
Since 2010 up to now, we used the communication for 
development approach, and we are now using social norms 
approach, because it’s about social norms. Like for example for the 
girls. Some families will say the education is not good for girls 
because they have to marry so they will not send their girls, but 
will send their boys. Where some of them know that education is 
important but their resources are meager, so they have what we call 
son’s preference. They prefer to send their sons and let the girls 
stay. 
 
The new approach expands on conducting sensitization campaigns that simply 
deliver a message, in order to more deeply embed new norms, attitudes and 
behavior like eliminating “son’s preference.” However, as discussed in Chapter 6, 
obtaining a primary school education for all children of both genders has been 
widely accepted as a social norm, even by families who hold other values like 
having their children pursue a Qur’anic education and get initiated into secret 
societies. Interviewees consistently expressed a desire and plan to pursue these 
goals concurrently so that they do not have to be held as mutually exclusive aims. 
Rather than considering the preference of families to send their children to 
Qur’anic schools as a reason why children are out of school (UNICEF, 2008) and 
then trying to change this norm, an approach that meets the demands of families 
would first recognize that these children are indeed in school, albeit a different 
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type of school. It can then be acknowledged that Qur’anic education can even 
facilitate academic achievement in government schools (Burde et al., 2015). 
Much like the integration of madrassas into the national education system in other 
countries like Niger, Senegal, Gambia and Mali (Bleck, 2015), the government 
and NGOs in Sierra Leone could work with Qura’nic schools – which are widely 
accessible and usually free for students – as opposed to viewing them as a 
competitive constraint to primary schooling. Therefore, these campaigns of 
sensitizing and instilling social norms, though well-meant, are shaped by 
generalizations and a program design in which local community members have 
little voice or say. Before embarking on such campaigns, it may also be valuable 
for organizations like UNICEF to conduct more qualitative research and 
situational analyses to assess and incorporate the values and desires of individuals 
in a community, instead of assuming that out-of-school children and their families 
do not already share these norms.  
 
Future Research Directions 
Further research presenting alternative analyses of “out-of-school” youth 
can be conducted that extends beyond what is put forth in this dissertation. Such 
an analysis could further question the approach currently employed by UNICEF’s 
Out-of-School Children Initiative, as well as the many other international 
education practitioners. Instead of seeing UPE as a “problem” to be solved, it 
might be valuable to step back and assess how the “problem” came to be in the 
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first place. This can be done through adopting Michel Foucault’s problematization 
framework. In the second volume of The History of Sexuality, Foucault analyzes 
how sexuality came to be “problematized” through a change towards viewing 
sexual pleasure as immoral transgressions. To guide his inquiry, he asked: “how, 
why and in what forms was sexuality constituted as a moral domain? Why this 
ethical concern that was so persistent despite its varying forms and intensity? 
Why this ‘problematization’?” (1984, p. 10). Or as Rabinow and Rose put it, the 
problematization framework is a “critical analysis in which one tries to see how 
the different solutions to a problem have been constructed; but also how these 
different solutions result from a specific form of problematization” (2003, p. 118-
9). In the same spirit, a deeper analysis of the universalization of education can 
adopt this poststructural approach of, what Peter Ninnes and Gregory Burnett 
(2003) have formalized for the comparative education field as, the 
“problematization of ethics” framework. Whereas conventional analyses follow 
the steps of presenting the inability to attain UPE as a problem, followed by 
developing solutions to that problem and then determining the adequacy of those 
solutions, a poststructural approach would probe the nature and arbitrariness of 
the “problem” from the outset. The goal is to “change the way in which a situation 
is apprehended: from seeing it as ‘a given’ which generates problems that must be 
resolved, to seeing it as ‘a question’ whose formation and obviousness must itself 
be subject to analysis” (Rabinow & Rose, p. 13-4). Accordingly, one would 
examine, as Ninnes and Burnett spell out in their article, “what is considered to be 
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a problem, by whom, why and with what effects” (2003, p. 289). Freeing oneself 
from focusing so intensely on solving the “problem” of universal education – such 
as UNICEF’s (2015) recent report on “Fixing the Broken Promise of Education 
for All” – allows one to challenge the hegemonic position of accepting these 
“problems” as given truths. With this framework, one could thus question the 
problematization, not of universal education, but of not getting educated. In other 
words, such research could build on this study to question how it is that out-of-
school youth have come to be seen as a “problem” by the larger international 
community, and what are the effects of that subtle shift in public perception? 
While this study argues that one effect of the problematization of not attending 
school in Sierra Leone has been the beginning of a new form of social 
stratification, further research could test this empirically while exploring other 
potential effects.  
Another direction is to first establish educational identity as an identity 
domain relevant to the social sciences. This study indicates there is a stigmatizing 
effect of being out of school, whereby the categorization of one’s educational 
status is an aspect of identity that is distinct from other domains such as one’s 
race, class, gender, sexual, religious and even occupational identity. Part of what 
shapes a person’s self-perception in the current world is his or her level of 
education and academic achievement. This is particularly so for children and 
adolescents whose main function in society is seen to be attending and completing 
school.  
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After establishing educational identity as a salient and separate construct, 
other broad inquiry questions might include: How does the stigma of being “out-
of-school” affect a child? What marks the process of an individual who is known 
as a child one day, but as a noncompliant “drop-out” the next? Bowker and Star 
(2000) highlight in their research on classification the profound consequences that 
categorization can have, particularly for those who are forced into categories. To 
this end, how do youth internalize these new labels, along with the others that 
may be arising from UNICEF’s new social norms approach, and what actions do 
these new self-perceptions translate to? For the diminishing numbers of 
households or villages that are indifferent towards education, how does the fact 
that their disinterest is seen to be a “problem” affect its members and overall 
social cohesion? At a policy level, how is the concept of “out-of-school children” 
constructed and portrayed in contemporary public discourse, and how do these 
portrayals dialectically affect individual youth? These are all avenues of research 
that would not only further post-foundational approaches to analyzing education, 
but would also generate conversation and reflection on traditional approaches of 
viewing out-of-school children as a “problem” to be solved, a “problem” that will 
only become more sizable and insurmountable as the international community 






Throughout this study, I have referred to the effects of problematization 
and stigmatization as “inadvertent.” Some, however, might point out that the 
problematization of not attending school is entirely intended by global 
policymakers and educators who want to raise this as a problematic social issue. 
While this may be true, I would also argue that nobody intended for there to be 
the consequence of children internalizing negative labels. The fourth Sustainable 
Development Goal on education is to “ensure inclusive and equitable quality 
education and promote life-long learning opportunities for all(UNESCO, 
2015c). This cannot be reached unless both academics and practitioners move 
beyond a conventional approach of assessing the barriers to school participation 
and identifying the targeted groups that have inequitable access. While that serves 
as a good foundational beginning, the international community must also 
recognize the inequities, such as the stigmatization of being uneducated, that the 
UPE movement can and has produced. The fact that education might be used as a 
marker to stigmatize people for the wrong reasons, such as a child being deemed 
as “lazy” or “wicked” as opposed to simply being financially unable to afford 
school, should be cause for concern.  
It may seem also incongruous that I provide a critique of the UPE goal, 
but end up ultimately endorsing it. It is important here to pause and reiterate that I 
am not arguing that the UPE agenda itself creates inequities. A one-dimensional 
cause and effect lens is an incorrect lens to use because the UPE policy is not a 
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primary actor or reason for why Sierra Leoneans are increasingly valuing 
education while problematizing not getting education. As mentioned in the 
previous chapter, there are clearly other factors at play in influencing the public 
perception on the value of education, such as changes in the means of production 
in Sierra Leone. The reality of what is “causing” people to problematize not 
getting education is much more complicated, and this study does not claim that a 
universal education policy is the sole element triggering such an attitudinal 
change. The UPE agenda may exacerbate the problematization but is not the 
parent of it. Instead, the relationship should be described as a co-emergent rather 
than causal one, and this study does not portend to extricate what might be better 
considered a case of simultaneous causation.  
Thus, I am not critiquing the goal of universal education per se, but rather 
the implementation of such a goal. There is nothing inherently wrong with the 
goal of universal education per se, because in theory if everyone gets education, 
the inequity of an educated versus an uneducated class will cease to exist. On the 
contrary, it is the inability to immediately achieve UPE that produces inequities. 
Because a goal like universalizing education cannot happen instantaneously, there 
will always be children who are excluded and increasingly marginalized. Put 
differently, since 100% enrollment cannot be attained with a simple flip of a 
switch, children who are persistent non-attenders become progressively more 
stigmatized as a country gets closer to universal education and there are fewer 
out-of-school children. It is the gradual implementation of the policy – not the 
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policy itself – that can potentially create social inequalities. The inequity is 
therefore rooted in the fact that universalizing education is a process. In this way, 
I am not arguing that education itself causes harm. Conversely, it is precisely the 
fact that some are still being excluded from getting a primary education that 
creates a negative psychosocial impact.  
As the international community moves on to addressing the next set of 
educational hurdles like quality and access to secondary school, this study, if 
anything, also highlights the urgency of having to first complete the mission of 
universalizing primary education. Being that the negative psychosocial effects of 
being labeled as an out-of-school child is already taking hold, the longer it takes 
to actualize UPE, the more ostracized these children and families might become. 
If anything, the process of reaching UPE needs to be expedited. I therefore end 
this study having come full circle to my initial aim of wanting to realize UPE, but 
with more reservations about the unconditional righteousness of such a goal.  
In sum, while this dissertation can be read as a critique of the UPE agenda, 
I am by no means arguing that universalizing primary education is in and of itself 
a flawed goal. On the contrary, I firmly believe that the skills and education one 
receives in primary school, like basic literacy and numeracy, are absolutely 
human rights that every person in the world should have as a foundation in life. 
Besides being a bridge to socioeconomic development, such knowledge enriches 
the human experience in a way by which no one should be deprived.  
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However, academics, policymakers and practitioners must also 
acknowledge and attend to the fact that new inequities may have arisen during the 
course of carrying out this agenda. Achieving true universalization of primary 
education, which Sierra Leone and other developing countries can and most likely 
will accomplish in due time, would no doubt be the most effective solution to 
eradicating this new unintended form of social division between an educated and 
uneducated class. But in the meantime, it must be recognized that the 
implementation of a well-intentioned policy like UPE can also ironically have its 
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Using the 2004 Census data (available through IPUMS), I created GIS 
maps using ArcMap to identify three sites that would represent a range of 
educational attainment. Specifically, I selected Bunumbu chiefdom in Kailahun 
district, Bramaia chiefdom in Kambia district, and Nongoba Bullom chiefdom in 
Bonthe district as chiefdoms with high, medium and low school educational 
attainment rates respectively (see Figure 23 on the next page). The selection of 
these sites has the additional benefit of being geographically dispersed: Bunumbu 
is in the Eastern province, Bramaia is in the Northern province and Nongoba 
Bullom is in the Western province.   
 Despite all three sites having histories of interaction with Christian 
missionaries, interviewees from all three sites spoke of widespread conversion to 
Islam after the departure of the missionaries. Indeed, almost all participants 
identified as Muslims (see Table 10). That said, there were no mosques in any of 
the sites, and very few people followed typical Muslim practices such as praying 
five times a day and abstaining from alcohol and pork. While all three sites shared 
these similarities, as well as others like being rural chiefdoms with no electricity 
or running water, the geographic dispersion ensured variation in ethnicity and  
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Figure 23. Map of sample sites for interviews 










language. Nongoba Bullom in the south is comprised mostly of Kpa-Mendes, 
compared to the Koh-Mendes of Bunumbu in the east and the Susu’s of Bramaia 





Nongoba Bullom was the most remote chiefdom I visited, located in the 
Southern province of Sierra Leone about 4 hours by motorcycle from Bo, the 
second largest city in Sierra Leone. The chiefdom has a household population of 
13,617 according to the 2004 Sierra Leone Census. While tarred roads line the 
first two hours of the trip, there is then a small river crossing (even during the dry 
season) with no bridge connecting the two sides. Instead, small canoe boats carry 
passengers and motorcycles across the river. Passengers must disembark from 
their vehicles in order to wait for and get on a boat.  
Within Nongoba Bullom itself, there are only dirt roads, meaning I had to 
travel on foot anywhere from twenty minutes to about an hour between the six 
neighboring villages in which I conducted interviews – Baoma Kpenge, Motifu, 
Kamatoh, Mamboima, Kongo and Mokasie. Additionally, I visited the fishing 
village of Gbap, a three-hour walk from Baoma Kpenge where I was based, to 
visit the Paramount Chief at his residence. Gbap is also the larger village in the 
chiefdom that has both a primary and junior secondary school, where a trade fair 
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is also held once a week. Families attend the fair from across the chiefdom to sell 
goods like surplus palm oil from their family farm, or fish they caught from the 
nearby river. The little profit they earn from the fair, if any, is the only source of 
income that most families have, from which they pay school expenses if possible.  
Baoma Kpenge, where I was based, is a village of about fifty families. 
There is one dirt road that serves as the main artery through the village, with 
families living predominantly in mud huts with grass-thatched roofs on either side 
of the dirt road. A health clinic sits at the beginning of the road to the village, 
followed by the local primary school that was built by World Vision after the civil 
war. A few homes, such as those of the Section Chief and local leaders, are 
constructed out of concrete with corrugated, zinc roofs. Beyond the homes lie 
family farms, which mostly consist of palm plantations. There are no stores or 
commercial activity in Baoma Kpenge, except for one small kiosk that sells 
candies, cigarettes and bags of rice. The local Townspeaker also sets up a table 
everyday in front of his house with clothes and shoes for sale, although he 
admitted that only rarely does he actually sell anything. Most people travel to 
Mattru Jong, the capital city of Bonthe district that is located about forty minutes 
away by motorcycle, to buy any goods they need. Mattru Jong also houses the 
only secondary school in the area, where all the children eventually hope to go if 
they want to continue their schooling. The other five villages are much smaller 
and more remote, with anywhere between five and thirty families living in mud 
huts nestled within the brush.  
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Prior to the civil war, there were only two schools in the chiefdom – one in 
Baoma Kpenge and one in Gbap. Since the war, there are “many schools now. Up 
to 17 schools as compared to the past years,” said a teacher I interviewed. As 
recounted by one of my translators, the first school in Baoma Kpenge was 
founded by the Catholic missionary in January 1951. For over forty years, the 
school was run by S.J. Turner, a Sierra Leonean man from the upper part of 
Pujehun (Personal communication, February 22, 2014). All the schools, however, 




 Bramaia is a chiefdom located in the northwest Kambia district bordering 
Guinea. It has a household population of 25,392 (Sierra Leone Census, 2004). The 
chiefdom is a two-hour shared taxi ride (with as many as eleven people in a five 
passenger car during my return journey) on dirt roads away from the major city of 
Kambia, which is a trading town that sits on the main highway linking Freetown 
to Conakry, the capital of Guinea. The current Paramount Chief resides in the 
village of Kabaya, which as previously mentioned is amalgamated with the larger 
village of Kukuna. Kukuna houses both the junior and senior secondary school in 
the region. While in Kukuna there is a fair amount of commercial stores and even 
“theaters” made of a concrete room with a TV hooked up to a generator that 
people stand around to watch shows in the evening, there is very little mercantile 
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activity in Kabaya with the exception of one corner store, a few ladies who sell 
some snacks in the morning to school children, and another woman who has a 
“restaurant” entailing a small rectangular structure made out of a sheet draped 
over wooden sticks where one can enter to buy a bowl of whatever she is cooking 
in her vat over a fire that day. Two perpendicular dirt roads cross Kabaya, with 
one leading towards Kambia and the other leading towards the river that separates 
Sierra Leone from Guinea. The river is about a two and a half hour walk away.   
The latter road is where the recently built primary school is located. 
Although the first formal KDEC Primary School was built in 1961 from money 
raised by the local community, this school, like many others, was destroyed 
during the war. Prior to the KDEC Primary School, children would either attend 
the primary school in Kukuna, built by the American Wesleyan Mission, or as 
many as sixty children attended a “community school” in the house of Mr. 
Bangura, a village elder, that operated as a makeshift school for four years. When 
asked if people were interested in Western schooling at the time, Mr. Bangura 
replied: 
They were not interested but there was a Paramount Chief back 
then who was forcing people to go to school…because he was a 
little bit enlightened and he loved the Western education...People 
resisted but he was punishing some people. He punished some 
people by fine, levying heavy fines on them…[or] if you don’t 
have money, if somebody is poor, they ask you to pay 2,000 
leones. If it is not easy for you to pay that money, well, they force 
you to pay by labor, or take you some place to work and flog you. 
 
It was not until after the war, which led to the implementation of programs like 
the Complementary Rapid Education for Primary Schools (CREPS), along with 
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the arrival of many NGO’s such as the Norwegian Refugee Council, that many	
residents began to genuinely seek education in mass. The recent discovery of the 
amalgamated history of Kabaya and Kukuna (see Chapter 7) has only amplified 
this interest.  
A web of smaller villages surround Kabaya in various directions. These 
villages have community schools that are essentially one room mud huts led by 
volunteer community teachers without the presence of any government teachers 
whatsoever (larger schools, like the one in Kabaya, typically have at least one or 




Bunumbu (or Kpeje West) is a chiefdom with a household population of 
13,010 (Sierra Leone Census, 2004) located about two hours by motorcycle from 
the third largest city in Sierra Leone called Kenema (this is the same locale of the 
Bunumbu Project described in Chapters 2 and 3). The first hour of trip is on a 
newly paved highway, before the road turns off onto a very rocky dirt path that 
winds its way around wild bush and hills in the horizon. Bunumbu itself is 
composed of three villages – Bunumbu One, Two and Three, with Bunumbu One 
also referred to as the “Old Town” (see Chapter 2 for a history of the chiefdom 
and the founding of the first English school in Bunumbu).  
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This region is known for being the site where the Revolutionary United 
Front (RUF) soldiers first entered the country from Liberia (Richards, 1996). As 
mentioned in Chapter 3, the Bunumbu Teachers’ College, which was a modern 
campus with multiple multi-story concrete buildings spread across acres of land, 
became one of the main rebel bases and war camps for the RUF. The area was 
strategic because it is located only about fifteen miles away from some of the 
major diamond mines in the country that funded the conflict. After looting the 
surrounding region and massacring large numbers of residents who were not able 
to flee in time, many people, including children, were held captive and retrained 
at the College, as described by one of my translators from the site (Personal 
communication, March 1, 2014). Children were taught about political corruption 
in the national government using propagandistic workbooks produced by the RUF 
(ibid), and a former lecturer at the college named Ibrahim Deen-Jalloh was 
abducted to not only join the Revolutionary United Front (RUF), but to become 
the first “G5” deputy commander to Philip Palmer, RUF’s chief war strategist 
(Peters, 2011). Today, the campus is overgrown with weeds and wild brush. The 
former buildings have been destroyed and desecrated. What remains are the 
skeletal ruins of concrete structures that once loomed large, as well as mass 
graves that can be identified as mounds of dirt protruding from the earth.  
This joint history of being a site of major international development 
efforts during the Bunumbu Project era, and its more contemporary history of 
being a war camp, continues to currently both bolster and scar the community. On 
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the one hand, Bunumbu is by far the most modernized and developed chiefdom 
out of the three sites I visited. There are almost ten primary schools in the region, 
along with multiple junior secondary and secondary schools. Rather than being a 
residential village, Bunumbu Three is mostly a large commercial area where there 
are rows of stalls selling everything from bread to shoes to school supplies. There 
are tailors and convenience stores, and even an open-air marketplace where 
dozens of women set up tables to sell spices and foodstuffs. Families speak of 
once having electricity before the war, and many households have dug private pit 
toilets in their home. Many residents are still in contact with the waves of 
international expatriates that resided here either during the early missionary 
efforts or the later development projects.  
On the other hand, Bunumbu is now confronted by endemic social 
problems like drinking and gambling that have affected adults and children alike. 
One can hardly walk anywhere without seeing, littered all over the grounds, 
discarded plastic wrappers from the hard alcohol packets that are widely 
consumed and sold for as cheap as what converts to $0.25 USD a packet. Even 
seven or eight-year-old children often drink these alcohol packets, perhaps 
because their colorful packaging resembles juice packs. At night, many 
interviewees spoke of teenagers and adults gathering around tables to gamble with 
cards and dice. Although I did not see it myself, marijuana is supposed to be 
readily available and commonly used. When asked what led to the emergence of 
these practices, George Moisia, a retired local primary school headteacher who 
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has lived in Bunumbu his whole life with the exception of the civil war period, 
explained: 
The war played an important part because during the war, there 
was a mix up of races… There was an influx of that in the 
community here. Guineans came here, Liberians came here, 
ECOMOG Nigerian soldiers came here to Bunumbu before the 
war. When they intermingled with the people, they mix up with 
them, and the sort of life they lead remained with [our people] after 
they left. They were wayward. When the war was here, they came 
to support the government so they can drive away the rebels. There 
was a union among the 3 sister countries. They sent extra soldiers 
to help the Sierra Leonean soldiers so they can fight to drive away 
the rebels…They were soldiers, [but] they brought ideas like 
smoking and drinking because they had the facilities. Every month 
they were paid in dollars so they had the facilities. Mainly with 
these people, [our] children began to smoke, then to drink…and 
those children are now parents…And the soldiers have left, they 
have gone back to their countries.  That is the impact, the bad side 
of the war.  
 
In contrast to the much-less developed chiefdoms of Nongoba Bullom and 
Bramaia, Bunumbu has been both a beneficiary, but more so now a victim, 
of development and modernization.  
 
